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millionth part dissimilarity to nine hundred ninety-nine thousand nine
hundred ninety-nine millionths parts similarity.

Tomas was obsessed by the desire to discover and appropriate that
one-millionth part; he saw it as the core of his obsession. He was not
obsessed with women; he was obsessed with what in each of them is
unimaginable, obsessed, in other words, with the one-millionth part that
makes a woman dissimilar to others of her sex. .

To be sure, the millionth part dissimilarity is present in all areas of
human existence, but in all areas other than sex it is exposed and needs
no one to discover it, needs no scalpel. One woman prefers cheese at
the end of the meal, another loathes cauliflower, and although each may
demonstrate her originality thereby, it is an originality that demonstrates
its own irrclevance and warns us to pay it no heed, to expect nothing
of value to come of it.

Only in sexuality does the millionth part dissimilarity become pre-
cious, because, not accessible in public, it must be conquered. .

So it was a desire not for pleasure (the pleasure camc as an extra, a
bonus) but for possession of the world (slitting open the outstretched
body of the world with his scalpel) that sent him in pursuit of women.

~—MILAN KUNDERA, The Unbearable Lightness of Being

The (pure) trace is differance. It does not depend on any sensible plen-
titude, audible or visible, phonic or graphic. It is, on the contrary, the
condition of such a plenitude. Although it does not exist, although it is
never a being-present outside of all plenitude, its possibility is by rights
anterior to all that one calls sign (signified /signifier, content /expres-
sion, etc.), concept or operation, motor or sensory. This differance is
therefore not more sensible than intelligible and it permits the articu-
lation of signs among themselves within the same abstract order—a
phonic or graphic text for example—or between two orders of expres-
sion. It permits the articulation of speech and writing—in the colloquial
sense—as it founds the metaphysical opposition between the sensible
and the intelligible, then between signifier and signified, expression and
content, etc. If language were not already, in that sense, a writing, no
derived “notation” would be possible; and the classical problem of re-
lationships between speech and writing could not arise. Of course, the
positive sciences of signification can only describe the work and
the fact of differance, the determined diffcrences and the determined
presences that they make possible. There cannot be a science of dif-
ferance itself in its operation, as it is impossible to have a science of
the origin of presence itself, that is to say of a certain nonorigin.
—JACQUES DERRIDA, Of Grammatology
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If, as I assert, twentieth-century art and literature have been heavily
colored by their concern for the structuring role of language, the
coincidence between this fascination and one particular philosoph-
ical theme throughout the century is nothing less than astonishing.
The construct to which I refer is that of difference. As twentieth-
century thought has explored the dimensions and qualities of lan-
guage in artistic productions and through conceptual elaborations,
the notion of difference has cropped up in a bewildering array of
contexts, from Saussure’s linguistics and its adaptations by Barthes
and Lévi-Strauss, to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s compulsive distinction-
making, to Martin Heidegger’s articulation of Being, to Derrida’s
différance. It may well be that no era giving credence to the com-
plex play of language could avoid the problem of difference.

As we have seen, a mature literacy is differential as well as as-
sociative; it demands competence in the discernment of distinctions
and incongruities as well as in the positing of equivalencies. Twen-
tieth-century artists, philosophers, and linguists, in their near-ubig-
uitous grapplings with difference, demonstrate concern for the lin-
guistic status of their productions and for their literate reception by
their audience. Twenticth-century literature and philosophy are
therefore obsessed by the notion of literacy. Their inquiries into
difference are illustrative of the fact.

The passage from The Unbearable Lightness of Being cited at the
head of this section is a pivotal one in Kundera’s evolving body of
fiction. It reveals the conceptual underpinning beneath the pervasive
motif of sexual variety in Kundera’s novels. Though not exclusively
the property of Kundera’s narrators, described by Philip Roth as
cocksmen, the cultivation of new partners not only provides the-
matic entertainment and vicarious enjoyment; it is also a freedom
by which Kundera’s fictive surrogates define themselves and their
capacity for growth. And yet the above passage suggests that cocks-
manship is as much in the interest of difference as any tangible
experience. As important as the particular traits of the women that
Kundera’s sexually active males add to their repertory may be, the
need and desire for difference in its own right are what primarily
drive the mens’ quest. Although he is not the first to do so, Kundera
places the theme of eroticism, which has preoccupied such a large
portion of the history of the novel, on the verge of the theoretical
problems of coherence and classification embedded in the use of
language.
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Kundera makes this explicit. Tomas, the male protagonist of The
Unbearable Lightness of Being, “was not obsessed with women; he
was obsessed with . . . the one-millionth part that makes a woman
dissimilar to others of her sex” (ULB, 200). This minute but de-
cisive difference emerges along a linear sequence of women, yet it
derives from the more fundamental one that prevails between two
different economies. “Making love with a woman and sleeping with
a woman are two separate passions,” specifies Tomas early in the
novel (ULB, 15), and he repeatedly asserts the distinction between
erotic encounters and the longer-term commitments of love and the
housekeeping arrangements that love may engender. The relation
between love and eroticism would be described by Jacques Derrida
as supplementary. The supplemental relation between extended love
and erotic difference receives its most comprehensive philosophical
treatment in the works of Sgren Kierkegaard.”

Derrida’s writing is carefully calibrated to the idiosyncrasies of
the topic at hand or the “local” context, so that its dissection and
extraction usually involve some violence. The above citation from
Of Grammatology™ is no exception to this rule of thumb. It suggests
why difference is such a central concern. Like Kundera’s eroticism,
Derridean différance is capable of endless particular manifestations
but is also situated at the border of two wider economies. It en-
compasses both the generalized linguistic difference that for Saus-
sure defined the relation among signs and the more conceptually
abstract interplay between countereconomies that appear in Of
Grammatology under the rubrics of phoneticism and writing.

In the modest class lectures that would later be compiled and
edited by his students, the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure
initiated our century with a number of capital formulations on lan-
guage that have influenced philosophy, the social sciences, art, and
literature to the present day. Among several of the achievements of
the 1915 Course in General Linguistics that may be counted as rev-
olutionary was a putting to rest of essentialist notions of naming
that had, since Plato, asserted some inherent relation between the
nature of objects and the names they were accorded in their re-
spective languages.”® Saussure decisively asserted that the relation-
ship between objects and their names is arbitrary, a chance function
of historical usage. In another gesture that was to prove crucial for
twentieth-century philosophy and social science, Saussure divided
the sign, which is the constitutive unit of language, into its signifier
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and its signified, its written, spoken, or pictorial form and its mean-
ing, its semiotic and semantic functions. He debunked essentialist
theories of naming and the evolution of languages by asserting the
arbitrary connection between the signifier and the signified of
the sign. “The bond between the signifier and the signified is ar-
bitrary. Since I mean by sign the whole that results from the as-
sociating of the signifier with the signified, I can simply say: the
linguistic sign is arbitrary. The idea of ‘sister’ is not linked by any
relationship to the succession of sounds . . . which serves as its
signifier in French” (CGL, 67). If naming proceeds in an arbitrary
fashion, how does the lexicon of a language evolve? It is here that
Saussure assured the decisiveness of difference at the outset of the
century. A sign acquires its meaning not from any esscntial relation
between the signified and the signifier but in relation to the other
signs in the lexicon whose signification it does not share. Signs are
distributed not integrally but differentially. In English, a horse is a
horse not owing to any “horseness” inherent in the word but be-
cause the signifier “horse” refers not to a pig, an orange, a type-
writer, or love. Saussure states this far more elegantly:

Everything that has been said up to this point boils down to this: in
language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference
generally implies positive terms between which the difference is set up;
but in language there are only differences without positive terms. Whether
we take the signified or the significr, language has neither ideas nor
sounds that existed before the linguistic system, but only conceptual and
phonic differences that have issued from the system. The idea or phonic
substance that a sign contains is of less importance than the other signs
that surround it. Proof of this is that the valuc of a term may be modified
without either its meaning or its sound being affected, solcly because
a neighboring term has been modified. (CGL, 120)

This passage both elaborates the differential distribution and evo-
lution of the signs in language and extrapolates some of the logical
and temporal implications of this difference. Language’s discrimi-
nations are in relation to one another and not to some transcendental
(“positive”) value. There are no values, entities, or essences prior
to language. There is no prior. Signs are related, precisely, by rel-
ativity. Relatedness takes precedence over intrinsic essence or value.
Signs change not in themselves but in relation to one another, in
compensation for changes in the nctwork of signs.
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Saussure thus formulates a principle of general differentiation that
characterizes the linguistic field and the manner of its articulation.
In Of Grammatology, Derrida detects an oral bias in Saussure’s work
that he finds inconsistent with a purely differential distribution of
signs. He nonetheless relies heavily on the notion of a linguistic
field articulated by its implicit difference. And yet this comprehen-
sive differentiation, which pervades the microscopic transactions of
language, does not exhaust the construct of différance. Différance
is a functional and a relational term; it characterizes both the internal
operation of language and its interface with the philosophical con-
cepts that are made possible by language and that apply a number
of logical, metaphysical, and ontological constraints to it. There is
an ideological component, or torque, to the construct of différance.
Although Derrida invariably calibrates his analyses to the local par-
ticularities of the texts at hand and the specific traditions they in-
voke, he pursues, through an astonishingly broad array of contexts,
the complex interplay between the process of logical, moral, and
aesthetic containment imposed on language and the fundamentally
linguistic anomalies and uncertainties that will simply not submit to
the conceptual instruments. The discourses of theology, politics,
history, science, and even philosophy and linguistics all occasion
this tension.

Différance is thus a comprehensive rubric for language’s rela-
tional aspect. It differs from the concepts and beliefs that attempt
to abbreviate or circumvent the full range of its suggestions; for
Derrida, it also differs, radically and interestingly, from itself, It
begs to differ even with the figures of speech that it devises in order
to domesticate itself. In the passage from Of Grammatology at the
beginning of this section, différance is systematically embedded in
our communications and even in our thought, yet it admits of no
science to explain or regulate it.

In its vast effort to account for the linguistic nature of its output,
our century has moved a considerable distance from the differential
parameters of Saussure’s flattened (synchronic) linguistic field to a
Derridean différance whose subversive influence can be traced at
various points in the history of philosophy. The exploration of dif-
ference coincides with an implicit concern for the conditions of lit-
eracy and the reception of discursive and artistic productions. We
say that language, in the hands of a master, is an instrument capable
of articulating the finest distinctions, and yet it is more accurate to
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presuppose that the nuances are already implanted in the medium.
The twenticth-century inquiry into difference is nothing other than
an attempt to apply philosophical rigor to an aesthetic sensibility
that emerges from Romanticism with sublime pretensions and some
value attached to merging, a narcissistic withdrawal of difference
between the subject and the individuals or images to which he is
attached. The precisions that result from this line of questioning
coincide with the principles of a literacy whose resources only begin
with the association between the signifier and the signified. Some
of the way stations between Saussure and contemporary critical the-
ory are perhaps not entirely without interest.

The Viennese philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein is justly remem-
bered for bringing a mathematical rigor to bear on the deployment
of language. A famous qualification from The Blue Book enjoins
philosophy “to say no more than we know.””® Even the structure
and the sequence of the propositions in the 1921 Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus® are calibrated to a language that stays within the
limits of its certainty, a language whose form duplicates the bound-
aries of knowledge. Wittgenstein’s world is coterminous with its
language. “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world,”
specifies Proposition 5.6 of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.
Wittgenstein surveys these limits both positively and negatively, from
the perspective of their extent and their containment. Proposition
4.463 specifies:

The truth-conditions of a proposition determine the range that it leaves
open to the facts.

(A proposition, a picture, or a model is, in the negative sense, like
a solid body that restricts the freedom of movement of others, and, in
the positive sense, like a spacc bounded by a solid substance in which
there is room for a body.) (ILP, 69)

The image of a perfect container, neither too small nor too large
for its contents, defines the program of Wittgenstein’s early phi-
losophy. Philosophical propositions are “picture[s] of reality” and
“model[s] of reality as we imagine it” (Proposition 4.01). The ag-
gregate of these propositions is to correspond to the structure and
limits of the world, as it can be rigorously formulated. “Without
philosophy thoughts are, as it were, cloudy and indistinct: its task
is to make them clear and to give them sharp boundaries” (Prop-
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osition 4.112). Philosophy’s mission is, then, austere and demand-
ing. Before it reverts to the complications of subjectivity and the
phantoms of metaphysics in explaining incongruous states of af-
fairs, its duty is to acknowledge the impossible. In keeping with
the modesty of its scale and claims, the Tractatus Logico-Philo-
sophicus is capable of this admission. It closes, “What we cannot
speak about we must pass over in silence.”

We remember Wittgenstein for this poignant and brave profession
of faith in philosophical and linguistic rigor, and yet for almost a
decade, his faith departs him. On the other side of the silent wa-
tershed that divides his career, Wittgenstein’s pictures and models
of reality have become metaphors rather than mathematically co-
ordinated (and subordinated) propositions. The structuring meta-
phors admitted into the textual fabric of The Blue and Brown Books
intersect with, while denying any logical priority to, the fears and
experiences of the psyche: the eye, the hand, the color red, a fire
in Kings’s College. It is essential to recall that linguistic explora-
tions of sensation and synergy in The Blue Book and the language
games of The Brown Book maintain Wittgenstein’s commitment to
philosophical and linguistic rigor. They continue to treat miscon-
ceptions of reality as failures of articulation and to approach with
extreme caution constructs harboring subjective and psychological
nuances. But the distance afforded by the metaphors and language
games of Wittgenstein’s later work is conducive to an ongoing qual-
ification, a positing and abandonment of distinctions, that cannot
“fit” into the mathematical precision and ordering of postulates in
the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.

No activity has higher precedence in The Blue and Brown Books
than the formulation of the differences among propositions that would
otherwise appear similar or identical. The discourse of The Blue and
Brown Books is nothing less than obsessed with the articulation of
the differences among various linguistic models. It is this obsession
that joins Wittgenstein’s investigations to the rereading of phenome-
nology that culminates in deconstruction. Deconstruction and log-
ical analysis, although in some respects inimical, are both moments
in a twentieth-century immersion in the conditions of language that
revolves around its logical anomalies and its articulation of differ-
ence. Wittgenstein’s discourse, particularly in the early works, is
oriented to a point of total hypothetical contraction, while decon-
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aesthetics.”® So too did Hawthorne hope, in composing romances,
confections neither too frivolous nor nihilistic, to synthesize an aes-
thetic hybrid, if you will, a generic New World. But whereas the
farce at the center of Repetition detonates tensions within a para-
doxical, double inquiry into the structures of displacement, desire,
and objectivity, the farce of The Marble Faun acts out a violence
that the novel’s temporal and symbolic systems never entertain.
Whereas Kierkegaard’s farce is the aesthetic correlative to an aphor-
istic utterance that resonates in discontinuity, that abandons any ar-
gumentative line or ulterior design in building a cloud chamber of
incongruous assertions, the pandemonium of The Marble Faun is
ultimately held in check for illustrative purposes. The “riotous in-
terchange” of the carnival where Kenyon goes to find Hilda is de-
scribed in terms that associate the scene with the apocalyptic paint-
ings of Brueghel and Bosch. “A biped, with an ass’s snout, brayed
close to his ear, ending his discordant uproar with a peal of human
laughter. Five strapping damsels (so, at least, their petticoats be-
spoke them, in spite of an awful freedom in the flourish of their
legs) joined hands, and danced around him, inviting him, by their
gestures, to perform a horn-pipe in the midst. Released from these
gay persecutors, a clown in motley rapped him on the back with a
blown bladder” (445). It is this world of anomie, transvestitism,
and excess, replete with Flemish hybrids and bladders, that the ex-
emplary American must negotiate before he can claim his mistress;
it is a scene reminiscent of the horrifying rite de passage depicted
in the film Zulu. Yet just as Brueghel’s and Bosch’s apocalyptic
panels depend on the evolutionary and teleological schemes that they
violate with such a flourish, the revelry in this novel does not go
to waste; it serves a higher purpose. Even during the novel’s pan-
demonium, its violence is allegorical in a naive sense, belonging to
well-established patterns of representation. The Titaness who makes
an untoward display of sexual aggression to Kenyon in this scene,
shooting a popgun at him in revenge for his indifference, is like
Miriam a foil to Hilda’s acceptable submission (445-46). The mock
coroner’s inquest that Kenyon observes after this assault suggests
an anxious, even morbid uncertainty on his part just at the moment
when his private portion of the eternal-feminine” is to be revealed
and his separation ended. The historical utility of the novel’s slap-
stick and farce is only confirmed by the ease with which Kenyon
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The Deconstructor and the
Politician: Melville’s
The Confidence-Man

1.

Given the intensity with which signs, pronouncements, and argu-
ments are questioned in The Confidence-Man,' the titles of its chap-
ters are to be commended for honesty in advertising. The title of
the first chapter, for example, describes exactly what takes place
within it, “A mute goes aboard a boat.” Wearing the cream-colors
of neutrality, a man, whose fleecy hat suggests the fleecing activity
of skulduggery, steps aboard a Mississippi riverboat on an unspec-
ified April Fools’ day. This character, whose voicelessness makes
him a writer by necessity, instigates a crisis in interpretation that
will preoccupy the entire novel: He merely inscribes one line on a
blackboard. At first glance this pronouncement is of “an aspect so
singularly innocent” (7) as his own. It possesses the form of an
equation, the certainty of a truism, and the stability of an eternal
truth: “Charity thinketh no evil.” In the random inscription of this
pronouncement-—and in the ensuing public controversy that com-
pels the mute to list further predications regarding charity—the text
provides us with the germ of a scenario that will, like the word
“charity,” remain constant despite whatever revisions it undergoes.
And in this scenario pronouncements—often as unimpeachable as
the mute’s—are made before a public that must interpret them. Must
interpret them because these statcments, despite the negative form

88



The Deconstructor and the Politician 89

in which the novel’s first example is disguised, implicitly harbor an
imperative, a call to action. As a legion of later fraud-episodes will
attest, the pronouncement, “Charity thinketh no evil,” implies,
“contribute to the charities that approach you for a donation.” It is
fitting that the mute’s first inscription alone should be able to trigger
a minor public disturbance because the wider issue at stake, one
continuing throughout the novel, is the status of public or political
language. Pronouncements of the same formulaic and moralistic sort
will emanate from a variety of characters who exhort their auditors
to consummate actions, usually on philanthropic or humanitarian
grounds. The auditors who are the targets of the words may be con-
vinced, or as the complexity of the confrontations increases, they
may offer resistance. Even in the novel’s first pages, the sides of
the conflictensuing from public pronouncements are delineated. There
is the exhortation to action, which is often disguised in the most
neutral predications, and there is the refusal to act. Therc is the
appeal for belief, the naive reading, the taking of the word at its
word, and there is the cynical repudiation of the claims at the basis
of the appeal. The continuous sequence of operators in the novel
will be accompanied by a less populous but no less adamant string
of cynics. However the novel embellishes its dramatic situations and
allows its thematic interests to wander, underlying the involutions
are always an attempt to persuade and a testing of the interstice
between language and action.

In the first and paradigmatic situation of the mute, public resis-
tance induces him to make a series of amendments to the initial
pronouncement. Charity “suffereth long and is kind,” “endureth all
things,” “believeth all things,” and “never faileth” (7). Paradoxi-
cally, as emended or changed, charity is always all-encompassing
and enduring. An ideal, charity manifests the universality and eter-
nity of the ideal. Paradoxically again, the invoker of the ideal is the
one who relativizes it, who fills in new substitutions on the black-
board of substitution, and who is aware of the fluctuations on the
stock exchange of language. Indeed, all of the operators who follow
in the mute’s path occupy a similarly anomalous position. Deploy-
ing the duplicitous and fictive potentials of language, they are the
most authoritarian enforcers of the ideals orienting the social and
intellectual orders of society. The characters who possess fictive or
critical competence disclaim it and in fact proclaim it in others to
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constitute a public menace. The most dogmatic promoters of order
and authority are those who exercise critical skills yet who publicly
renounce them. The Confidence-Man is an extended meditation on
the relationship between the language of politics, which culminates
in action and is therefore fundamentally reductive, and the language
of criticism, whose alternation between the perspectives of ideali-
zation and penetration is endless.

The Confidence-Man is systematic in the way the encyclopedic
novels most indebted to Hegel’s Phenomenology are. Not only is it
oriented to the ideal—to its emptiness as well as its imperatives—
but the operators who emerge and vanish in the wake of the mute
represent the vital subsystems making up the social order: com-
merce, medicine, philanthropy, theology, and higher education. Not
only does the novel incorporate a social microcosm, but it drama-
tizes the functioning of a philosophical system. When the numerous
discrete encounters of the first half of the novel give way, in the
second half, to the less successful but far more speculative fraud-
attempts of a character known as the “cosmopolitan,” the universal
man, the novel in effect sublates itself to a higher level of gener-
ality. Yet this novel, which is so striking in its capacity to encom-
pass both referentially and conceptually, is punctuated throughout
by wild misusages and a language play that points to the insub-
stantiality of systems, to the groundlessness in reaction to which
systems are a cosmetic effort at containment.

The internal organization of the boat that is the setting for
the novel’s attempts at persuasion is that of a writing desk: “Fine
promenades, domed saloons, long galleries, sunny balconies,
confidential passages, bridal chambers, staterooms plenty as
pigeon-holes, and out-of-the-way retreats like secret drawers in an
escritoire. . . .” A floating writing machine whose intricately or-
ganized spaces encompass activities ranging from the most innocent
to the most suspicious moves down a river that grows in the ab-
sorption of its tributaries. The activity of the voyage itself is defined
by assimilation and exchange:

Though her voyage of twelve hundred miles extends from apple to or-
ange, from clime to clime, yet, like any small ferryboat, to right and
left, at every landing, the huge Fidele still receives additional passen-
gers in cxchange for those that disembark; so that, although always full
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of strangers, she continually, in some degree, adds to, or replaces them
with strangers still more strange . . . . (12)

It is appropriate that the movements of an enterprise largely con-
sisting in the effacement of the ideal should be able to unite widely
divergent climates and geographical regions. The business of per-
suasion is no place for fine distinctions. For this reason, within the
novel’s symbolism, polar opposites merge. East can be superim-
posed on West, and the difference between black and white is by
no means obvious.’

Just as the river expands by absorption, the boat receives an end-
less flow of persons increasing only in their strangeness, their being
alien from each other in the sense of the French érranger. A cata-
logue of the different types of strangers fills out the second chapter.
But more important than their variety is the fact that the voyage,
the river, and the exchange of passengers all proceed by a move-
ment of assimilation. On the most literal level, this is the historical
assimilation of the American population. If Melville introduces the
confidence game by associating it with a kind of interchangeability
in language enabling its chalked-in ideal to be modified by a mul-
tiplicity of predicates, he devotes the second chapter to establishing
the capacity of the game to be all-encompassing, to assimilate
everything. Just as the boat traffics in “a piebald parliament, an
Anacharsis Cloots congress of all kinds of that multiform pilgrim
species, man” (14), the confidence game will absorb every type of
individual, both as operators and targets. It will appeal to dowager
widows, college students, and coonskin adventurers. It will employ
smooth business types and wretched juveniles.

The name of the boat is Fidéle, and while the craft may wander,
it is forever oriented to the fides that is both the North Star and
center of confidence. The array of operators will invoke an equally
variegated assortment of ideals in exhorting to action. There will be
rough correspondence between the nature of the pitch and the ideal
invoked. The herb-doctor, for example, who peddles homeopathic
remedies for all ailments, will extol the virtues of nature, while the
“man in a tasseled travelling-cap,” an agent of the Black Rapids
Coal Company, will stress the need for business confidence. But
the meta-ideal of the novel, the ideal that directs the targets’ re-
sponse to all other appeals, is confidence itself. The slave trader
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whose profession is described as “philosophical intelligence” places
confidence in its widest context: “Confidence is the indispensable
basis of all sorts of business transactions. Without it, commerce
between man and man, as between country and country, would, like
a watch, run down and stop” (178). If a target confides (verb: in-
transitive), he will do whatever he has been exhorted to do, whether
to contribute to a charity, buy a stock or medicine, or make a per-
sonal gift. By invoking confidence as the indispensable basis for
social order, the operators, who all descend from that writing spe-
cialist, the mute, shame their auditors toward a moment of dull,
nonresilient collision with their directives. Down the all-encom-
passing Mississippi floats a boat on which numerous writers attempt
to influence the public with their texts. The stylized interaction be-
tween writers and readers becomes a game that in turn encompasses
not only all players but all terms deployed in the interchanges. The
term common to all rounds of this game, the meta-ideal of confi-
dence or literal acceptance of the word, encompasses all other ideal
structures both invoked and emptied by the fiction-makers in the
novel. “Here reigned the dashing and all-fusing spirit of the West,
whose type is the Mississippi itself, which, uniting the streams of
the most distant and opposite zones, pours them along, helter-skel-
ter, in one cosmopolitan and confident tide” (14).

2.

The present reading of The Confidence-Man assumes in large part
the structural scheme clarified by H. Bruce Franklin in his edition
of the novel. According to this scheme, the novel is divided into
two halves—the daytime and night of the unspecified April Fools’
day on which the action takes place.’ The text consists of forty-five
chapters. Twilight occurs at the beginning of Chapter 23.

The Confidence Man thus joins that significant body of literature
in which the text relcases the negative potential of its irony against
itself. As in Faust and Ulysses, the nighttime of the work’s temporal
setting is the night for the determinations crystallized earlier, under
conditions of ostensibly greater lucidity. An obscuring and ultimate
violation, in the second half, of the patterns at times arbitrarily and
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mechanistically laid down in the first becomes the culmination of
the novel’s irony as it sets into play the self-deconstructive potential
of language. For the moment, however, we are concerned with de-
lineating the mechanisms crystallized in the first half of the novel,
knowing that they will be exploded. For it is precisely such willful
patterns that comprise the rules of the confidence game in general
and provide for the variants manufactured by such a matrix.

Judging from the mute’s entrance onto the stage of action, it is
not difficult to understand why, two chapters later, Black Guinea’s
appeal for alms should find both its sympathizers and its skeptics.
Numbered among the former are two clergymen and a country mer-
chant, who is soon to become the novel’s first major dupe. What
is most important about the doubts concerning Black Guinea’s au-
thenticity is not merely that they are expressed—but that they ini-
tiate a search for references.

“But is there not some one who can speak a good word for you?”
asks an Episcopal clergyman (19). Black Guinea can indeed furnish
a list of references, one broad enough to encompass virtually all the
operators in the novel and then some. And three chapters later, when
the Episcopalian succeeds in finding one of the characters that Black
Guinea mentioned, “a gem’man in a gray coat and white tie” (43),
this character not only confirms but also bemoans Black Guinea’s
destitution. This is merely the first of many instances in the novel
when the operators assist each other by confirming each other’s
claims. This happens either retrospectively, as in the case just men-
tioned,* or prospectively, as when the agent of the Black Rapids
Coal Company, approaching a sick old miser, wishes that the herb-
doctor were there (101).> (The herb-doctor later appears and ex-
hausts the miser into buying his Omni-Balsamic Reinvigorator.) Like
the uncannily repetitive dramatis personae that populate contem-
porary American television commercials, the operators collectively
contribute to a mutually confirming fictive utopia.® The operators
are interreferential. Suspicions aroused by one operator can be dis-
placed along a chain of reference until they can be “corrected” by
someone appearing more solid. The interpretative crisis initiated
by an operator’s claims can itself be displaced elsewhere in the same
network until the hermeneutic energy is dissipated in the public con-
sideration of some tangential issue or anecdote. Thus, a target known
as the “good merchant” opens for general discussion a sob-story
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about an early operator, the “man with the weed,” whose tale he
had heard in passing from yet another operator, the “gem’man in
a gray coat and white tie.” The story relates how that first unfor-
tunate’s bizarre and dirt-eating wife, Goneril, unjustly turned the
law against him and initiated his wanderings along the Mississippi.
The filial ingratitude of King Lear, from which Goneril derives her
improbable name, is transmuted into a marital infidelity assuming
the form of both the “mysterious touches” (85) that she gives other
men and the legal machinations by which she usurps custody of the
couple’s children. By engaging the good merchant in a critical eval-
uation of Goneril’s story, yet a final operator, the “man in a trav-
elling cap,” is able to divert the good merchant’s suspicions re-
garding his intentions. The tangential narrative of Goneril thus
connects three operators by bonds of mutual substantiation and also
dissipates suspicion along a potentially endless interpretative re-
gress. In their interreferentiality the confidence-men cooperatively
fabricate a self-enclosed fictive domain, a utopian world apart ori-
ented to the meta-ideal of confidence. The transtemporal quality of
the references provides for the endurance of the game. The game
has a momentum, a mechanism of its own that is independent of
particular participants, themes, or resulits.

In the first half of the novel the fraud-episodes follow upon each
other with the rapidity of slapstick gags. Out of Black Guinea’s
catalogue of references emerge five operators who fill out the day-
time of the novel, occupying the stage for differing lengths of time.
Each of these characters bears a unique “trademark,” represents an
interest, chooses corresponding metaphors and themes for his dis-
course, and deploys characteristic ploys or gimmicks. The move-
ment that may be extrapolated from the repetitive structure of the
fraud-episodes and from the interreferentiality of operators is that
of a machine-—a language machine dovctailing with a capital ma-
chine. It is a language machine beccausc the raw material of the
fabrication process is words, more specifically rhetoric. It is a cap-
ital machine because it is powered by the constant thrust of the
interchanges toward a one-sided exchange of money or its equiva-
lent. As the worldwide vision of the charity business conjured by
the “gem’man in a gray coat and white tie” makes clear, the capital
machine assembled by the novel proceeds by a logic of endless ac-
cumulation. The interreferentiality of the opcrators in the first half
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of the novel makes the machine, whose input is words, whose prod-
uct is money, one with interchangeable parts—a creation of the
assembly line and the age of mechanical reproduction.’” It is not
accidental, then, that the Missouri bachelor who deflates the herb-
doctor’s claims for nature before he succumbs to the analogies of
the philosophical intelligence officer—and buys slaves—is a tech-
nocrat. “Machines for me,” he declares (160).

In the sense that the novel consists of a chain of fraud-episodes,
it may be described as a sequence of Wittgensteinian language games.®
While always reducible to the predatory pursuit of a target by an
operator, the fraud-episodes in the first half of the novel vary in
their complexity, the degree of their resolution, and above all in the
massive battery of ploys available to the community of operators.
At their most basic and mechanical, the fraud-episodes are hit-and-
run affairs in which the targets are simply bowled over by the op-
erators. The first time we meet the college student, he is reduced
to speechlessness by the deluge of verbiage unleashed at him by the
“man with the weed.” The demand to “drop Tacitus,” both the book
he is reading and his silence, only renders the collegian more help-
less. The operator’s exhortation to replace Tacitus with Akenside is
a demand to suppress the historical consciousness exemplified by
the Annals and to cover it over with the circumlocutory exaltation
in humanitarian ideals that fills The Pleasures of Imagination. The
“man with the weed” thus weaves into his appeal a typical Amer-
ican antihistoricism, the belief in an ongoing state of newness that
need not be fettered by precedent.’ If history cannot be renovated
to fit the times, it is best ignored.

Such stripped-down episodes as this one may be complicated by
a variety of factors. Debunkers, for example, compound the logical
structure of the episodes. Although a debunker may impede an op-
erator’s delivery, establishing the veracity of the debunker becomes
as serious an interpretative problem as ascertaining the operator’s
claim. A model debunker in the first half of the novel is the “soldier
of fortune” who comes face to face with the herb-doctor. The au-
tobiographical narrative provided by this cripple, one Thomas Fry,
is in direct antithesis to the unmitigated optimism displayed by the
herb-doctor, who professes “confidence in everybody” and desig-
nates himself “the Happy Man—the Happy Bone-setter” (131). The
story, like the Goneril episode, demonstrates that laws are not nec-
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essarily tantamount to justice. Fry’s downfall begins when as a cooper
he testifies against a gentleman who murdered a pavior in a street
fight. Naturally it is Fry who, as a consequence of his lower class,
is “fried” by the judicial system. He ends up in prison while the
gentleman goes free. His crime: “While I hadn’t got any friends, I
tell ye. A worse crime than murder, as ye’ll see afore long” (133).
Although friendship here has the connotation of crude influence and
connections, it will be elevated in the second half of the novel into
a fundament of the ideology of confidence.

Thomas Fry’s travails go only from bad to worse. His experience
is a Hving example of the hollowness not only of the herb-doctor’s
discourse but of all of the ideals invoked thus far by the operators.
Friendship is not love of one’s fellow human beings but influence.
Justice is defined by class distinctions. The herb-doctor’s response
to the tale is characteristic: “I cannot believe it” (135)—a profession
of total ignorance of those chinks in the ideal that are the very mor-
tar of language and rhetoric.

But the story’s final turn, itself a debunking of several varieties
of the ideal, is yet to come. Thomas Fry, the cynical penetrator of
the optimism claimed to be indispensable to the social order is him-
self an operator, a minor one, but one who reaps a “pretty good
harvest” (136). In the encompassing operation of confidence, the
debunkers who arise to battle the operators’ claims turn out to be
fellow operators, just as the most duplicitous discoursers profess the
most extreme sort of prudery. The confidence game not only ex-
tends itself temporally in the interreferentiality of the operators: Within
a given episode its roles are interchangeable.'® With great fluidity
its characters change-—or are engineered into changing—their roles.
Bystanders can be appropriated by the operators as model dupes.
Valiant debunkers can become fellow operators or dupes. And the
operators can be the most implausible pollyannas. Thus the Meth-
odist minister, one of the clergymen who supports Black Guinea—
and we will never know his “true” allegiance—assumes the char-
acteristic pose of the operators. First he shames, then he forces the
cynical customs house official into charity (20-21). Such relative,
situational roles are fully in keeping with a confidence operation
passing with facility from onc theme and social context to the next.

There is no fuller measure of the variety afforded by the opera-
tional matrix delincated in the first half of the novel than the array
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of ploys at the operators’ disposal. These range from the bluntest
acts of appeal and shaming'' to highly intricate performances. More
conventional ploys include the following: renouncing payment for
wares'?; serving as a model of charitable acts by conspicuously giv-
ing donations to fellow operators"; and the operators’ casting as-
persions on their own enterprises and “relenting” as the targets re-
fuse to entertain such doubts.'* Faced with the failure of their ploys,
the operators prove skillful at sloughing off their own errors and
resilient to resistance. The herb-doctor turns an expectation that slips
out—that he does not expect the old miser to whom he has just sold
medicine to live long—into a warning that the compound will be
difficult to find elsewhere (114). Felied by the “sudden side-blow”
of the Missouri bachelor, the same operator “recovers” himself with
hardly an interruption (122). In so doing he literally demonstrates
the capacity of an ideology in which differences are blurred to right
or reorient itself in spite of whatever criteria of consistency are ap-
plied to it.

The culmination of the operators’ nerve in the first half of the
novel, the ploy of ploys, occurs when the herb-doctor, encountering
resistance from the Missouri bachelor, accuses his debunker of pre-
cisely the sort of language play that has characterized the discourse
of all operators. “Yes,” says the herb-doctor, “I think I understand
you now, sir. How silly I was to have taken you seriously, in your
droll conceits, too, about having no confidence in nature. In reality
you have just as much as I have” (148). In the same gesture in
which the herb-doctor professes his naive veneration for nature, he
projects his own drollery onto his interlocutor, the Missouri bach-
elor, whose literality is symbolized by his name: “My name is Pitch;
I stick to what [ say” (162).

The first half of the novel, in the rapid pace of its episodes, in
the division of labor that makes its operators representatives of spe-
cialized interests, and in the compartmentalization of themes by op-
erator, invites ‘comparison and the type of structural analysis gen-
erated by such comparisons. After Black Guinea we meet, in order,
the “man with the weed,” the “gem’man in a gray coat and white
tie,” who represents the Seminole Widow and Orphan Asylum, the
“man in a tasseled travelling-cap,” an agent of the Black Rapids
Coal Company, the herb-doctor, and the philosophical intelligence
officer, who sells slaves. Although the highest interest represented
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by the “man with the weed” is his own desire for money, his anti-
historicism and antiintellectualism will be the basis for the claims
made by all subsequent operators. The “gem’man in a gray coat
and white tic” represents “the charity business . . . in all its branches”
(54). Advancing his philanthropic ideal with the rhetoric of cvan-
gelism, he envisions a worldwide welfare institution that enriches
itself from a universal tithe. What philanthropy is to this cosmic
fundraiser, business confidence is to the agent of the Black Rapids
Coal Company, who rails against the “destroyers of confidence and
gloomy philosophers of the stock market” (68):

Why, the most monstrous of all hypocrites are these bears: hypocrites
by inversion; hypocrites in the simulation of things dark instead of bright;
souls that thrive, less upon depression, than the fiction of depression;
professors of the wicked art of manufacturing depressions; spurious Jer-
cmiahs; sham Heraclituses, who, the lugubrious day done, rcturn, like
sham Lazaruses among the beggars, to make merry over the gains got
by their pretended sore heads—scoundrelly bears!

Bullish on America, this character senses that the diametrical op-
posite of the ideclogy of confidence, with its duplicitous profession
of well-being, is financial depression, or translated into another con-
text, hypochondriasis, the claim of nonexistent damage. Hypo-
chondriacs, such as the “spurious Jeremiahs” of the above passage
or the dusk giant (119, 122), one of the novel’s most outspoken
debunkers, intuit harm precisely where an operator sees a panacea.
And for the herb-doctor, confidence in nature is the panacea for all
earthly woes. “Trust me, nature is health; for health is good, and
nature cannot work ill. As little can she work error. Get nature, and
you get well” (112). It is the herb-doctor, with his appropriation
and disfiguration of Wordsworth (“Nature delights in benefiting those
who most abuse her” [151]), who most fully demonstrates the nat-
ural affinity of the ideology of confidence for the Romantic code."

Although less specific than the cure-alls peddled by the other op-
erators, the ideal advanced by the philosophical intelligence officer
is of the widest philosophical scope. His “doctrine of analogies”—
sometimes invoked, sometimes retracted in guaranteeing the quality
of the slaves that he sells—is no less than a model of representa-
tional thought; it finds its practical application in the slave market
and in the trader’s need to claim that a child’s present physical at-
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tributes necessitate his future superiority as a slave. Such a claim
must be able to proceed, by analogy, “from the physical to the moral”
(167), from physical traits to overall superiority. Within this type
of argumentation, the physical trait must function as a thoroughly
dependable and stable sign. Zeroing in on the penis, the operator
holds firm to the capacity for “anticipation” that it embodics:

The man-child not only possesses these present points, small though
they are, but, likewise—now our horticultural image comes into play—
like the bud of a lily, he contains concealed rudiments of others. . . .
(168)

Can it now with fairness be denied that, in his beard, the man-child
prospectively possesses an appendix, not less imposing than patriarchal;
and for this goodly beard, should we not by generous anticipation give
the man-child, even in his cradle, credit? (169)

And yet, a complementary posture necessitated by the slave trade
demands that the philosophical intelligence officer also adulterate
this pure phallocentrism. For while the trader must be able to pro-
ceed in an unproblematic fashion from the child to the man and from
the physical to the moral, he must also be able to assert that “blem-
ishes” in a young slave will not necessarily continue in adulthood.
Hence the questioning of analogical thought—the repudiation of the
Wordsworthian dictum whereby the child is “the father of the man”
(165)—is as necessary to the philosophical intelligence officer’s
posture as the transparent model of representational thought. His
attitude toward language is thus a double bind. In his own use of
language he cannot abide by the notions of causality and referen-
tiality that he must nonetheless presuppose in formulating his sales
pitch. Quite typically, this character empties the ideal he repre-
sents—that of representational language—in the same gesture by
which he invokes it. The philosophical title of the trader, the phil-
osophical nature of the problem he poses, is one of the novel’s most
direct intimations of the collusion between the critical skills and
political repression.

The first half of the novel is an arena in which we observe
metaphysical structure—the ideal-—and a linguistic structurc—
the confidence game—pass through a sequence of settings and char-
acters, accruing themes and variations all the while. This schematic
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effort reveals the power of the scheme, in business and in fiction.
In the fate of this scheme will reside many of the resources of the
novel’s economy.

3.

In postulating a model of the confidence game, the double gesture
by which the operators espouse certain ideals while violating them
in their actions has afforded a stable point of departure. Yet the
manner in which the operators represent the ideal is not nearly as
transparent as has thus far been implied. While wondering at the
operator’s efficacy, the novel nonetheless mocks the pettiness of
their crime, the triteness of their machinations. And the ideals pro-
pounded by the operators are implicated-——by association—as tar-
gets for the satire.

By assimilating the transcendental concept in so many of its man-
ifestations or guises, whether charity, philanthropy, or nature, the
novel becomes an encyclopedic shooting gallery for the puncturing
of the ideal. The only factors mitigating the overall nihilistic thrust
of this debunking are the affiliations linking the operators to specific
social institutions. The component of the novel that asks to be read
as an ultimate Nictzschean emptying of the ideal is thus coupled
with a concrete social satire or criticism. At the same time that the
novel offers a critique of the political uses of the critical skills and
acts as a public disclaimer of the linguistic competences at the basis
of manipulation, it is also a satirec of its characters, the dupes as
well as the operators, and, ultimately, of itself.

The continental divide down the center of the text becomes one
of the most effective instruments of the novel’s irony and self-irony.
The adjustments made in the pacing of events, the structure of ep-
isodes, and characterization in the second half of the novel are too
conspicuous to be overlooked.'® Both a release of structure and a
new wealth of associations are made possible by the eclipsing of
daylight in the temporal setting. Episodes become fewer and more
attenuated. The stream of targets slows down. The encounters be-
tween the cosmopolitan and his various interlocutors become di-
gressive. The naked economic motives propelling the exchanges are
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obscured and to a certain extent effaced by philosophical specula-
tions.

If, as H. Bruce Franklin suggests, the operators of the first half
of the novel merely anticipate the cosmopolitan, the novel leads up
to a massive anticlimax, for in terms of the novel’s religious sym-
bolism, the cosmopolitan is more lamb than lion."” He is a born
loser.”® The exchanges he enters are reciprocal battles of wits, not
economic abductions of passive victims. The two interlocutors who
eventually assume the name Charlie Noble——suggesting their inter-
changeability—are no less suspicious, cagey, and manipulative than
he is. The single weapon in his arsenal is charm; his only strategy
seduction. Hence the importance of wine and tobacco in his en-
counters. The cosmopolitan has no gimmicks or trademarks at his
disposal. Consequently, the neat division of labor of the operators
in the first half of the novel, the compartmentalization of theme by
character, disappears and is replaced by much more fluid conver-
gences of theme. The digressive quality of the cosmopolitan’s en-
counters marks a shift of emphasis in the confidence operation from
rhetoric to storytelling.

Obviously, then, in comparison with previous operators, the cos-
mopolitan undergoes a reduction in stature. The satire of the second
half of the novel thus moves in a double direction, on one hand
extending the assault on the ideal, but on the other shifting the thrust
of the satire toward the novel itself. The cosmopolitan’s failure with
both characters named Charlie Noble and the fact that his major
triumph consists in conniving a twenty-five-cent haircut demon-
strate the novel’s application of its satire to its antihero and hence
to itself.

The novel’s second half divides itself into three main scenes. In
the initial segment, after an inconclusive foray on the Missouri
bachelor, who is the only carry-over from the first half of the novel
and a means of affording some continuity, the cosmopolitan falls
in with an “acquaintance” who occupies him for some ten chapters
and who turns out to be the first Charlie Noble. In the course of
this interview, the lineaments of the ideology of confidence fill out
considerably. The abstract notion of confidence as the indispensable
basis of social interaction in any context is now amplified by its
behavioral dimension—hence the emphasis on conviviality and
congeniality.
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Strangely enough, the expansionist racism brought to light in the
story of the exemplary Indian-hater, Colonel John Moredock, nar-
rated by the cosmopolitan’s interlocutor in these chapters (25-35),
goes hand in hand with a social code of friendship and amiability.
The Indian-hater is characterized by the same inconsistency that was
manifested by the operators who disclaimed their rhetoric in the
same act in which they deployed it. “Moredock was an example of
something apparently self-contradicting, certainly curious, but at the
same time, undeniable: namely, that nearly all Indian-haters have
at bottom loving hearts; at any rate, hearts, if anything, more gen-
erous than the average” (218). The Indian-hater is an example of
the capacity to displace violence, to externalize it, to turn it on an-
other, precisely for the purpose of protecting an atmosphere of sta-
bility, whether described as peace or confidence, closer to home."
This perpetuates the pattern established by the herb-doctor, who ex-
ternalizes his drollery, his language play, by displacing it to Ais
other. The pattern also occurs on a far wider scale in an anecdote
introduced into the narrative as a rationalization for Indian-hatred.
Chief Mocmohoc suddenly, and for no overt reason, terminates his
hostilities against the colony of Wrights and Weavers and offers a
truce, one of whose conditions is that “the five cousins should never,
on any account, be expected to enter the chief’s lodge together.

. . Nevertheless, Mocmohoc did, upon a time, with such fine art
and pleasing carriage win their confidence, that he brought them all
together to a feast of bear’s meat, and there, by stratagem, ended
them” (209-10).% The Indian chief entertains his neighbors with
an ultimate irony. Mocmohoc mocks them with an overt demon-
stration of the discrepancy in public discourse dramatized repeatedly
by the operators in the first half of the novel. Instead of dissimu-
lating this credibility gap, he gives it its most positive—and neg-
ative—statement. The anecdote continues the novel’s questioning
of the status of legal language. The genocide that the anecdote jus-
tifies is a means, on a societal level, of liquidating a segment of
the population onto which the duplicity of language in civil life has
been projected and externalized. The Indian accoutrements for
the taking of wine and tobacco appear four times in the last half of
the novel (185, 214, 228, and 240) and suggest, in a way reminis-
cent of the human lampshades of World War 11, the form in which
awareness of this operation filters through to the domestic front. The
violence translates into absurd Indian baskets and calumets.
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Indian-hating, then, is the primary instance of the novel’s disclo-
sure of the other, that is, the usually concealed but complementary
side of the ideology of confidence. In the figure of the Indian-hater,
the novel comes closest to the obsessive personality whose most
developed example in Melville’s fiction is Ahab of Moby-Dick.
Whether the quest is for the Indian or the “deep-sea denizen” (CM,
213), a split personality underlies the seemingly monomaniacal
project. The hunt is an attempt to restore consistency, to quell an
internal discrepancy, whose model is language, by projecting and
eliminating an external quarry. The hunter teeters between obses-
sion and schizophrenia.

It is in the cosmopolitan’s encounter with Charlie Noble, his first
main interlocutor, that the ideal finds its social applications or man-
ners. Considerable attention is paid to conversation itself as the oc-
casion for the always polite transactions of confidence, as the me-
dium of social interaction. And the conversation between the
cosmopolitan, alias Frank Goodman, and Charlie Noble passes with
facility from one subcategory or theme of confidence to the next.
Over a bottle of bad port, which these two house-friends abstain
from drinking as they urge each other on to greater libations, they
entertain such topics as the nobility of the human heart (230) and
the need for humor (232), congeniality (241), and the trite culti-
vation that prolongs the conversation accompanying the transactions
of confidence. This literate veneer is exemplified by the extended
discussion of Shakespeare (242—-49). Even when the interlocutors
seem to argue energetically, their respective positions presuppose
the necessity of confidence—as when Charlie Noble scores the Mis-
souri bachelor and Polonius for their skepticism and the cosmopol-
itan defends them in the name of charity.

The effusive friendship between the cosmopolitan and his inter-
locutor is interrupted only when the former transgresses the single
norm in the code of congeniality and appeals to Charlie Noble for
money. The cosmopolitan placates his companion’s anger long enough
to narrate the tale of yet another character who undergoes abrupt
changes of personality: Charlemont, the gentleman-madman. If the
figure of the Indian-hater may be described as a paranoid-schizo-
phrenic in the discrepancy between his homicidal isolation and his
occasional outbreaks of soppy friendliness, Charlemont is a manic-
depressive version of the same incongruity. At the age of twenty-
nine, this St. Louis businessman turns morose and begins to fail in
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his endeavors. He disappears, and his friends speculate that he may
have committed suicide. Years later, he returns, “Not only . . .
alive, but he was himself again” (262). His restoration is described
in terms of a code that is by now well established in the novel. He
can now give himself over to “genial” friendship; his “noble qual-
ities” enable him to prosper “in the encouraging sun of good opin-
ions”; “under the influence of wine” he relates to an acquaintance
the secrets of the intervening years. The moral of this mise en abime
of the situation in which Frank Goodman and Charlie find them-
selves is, predictably, never to “turn the cold shoulder to a friend—
a convivial one” (264); for Charlie, it is also to donate the previ-
ously requested contribution. Yet the widest speculative horizon for
such instances of discrepancy in character, whether schizophrenic
or manic-depressive, is the issue of discrepancy itself—of how both
the masquerade and the text in which it is narrated depart from the
norms of consistency and representation on which they depend for
their effect.

In the second segment of the narrative focusing on the cosmo-
politan (Chapters 36—41), he encounters two characters whose per-
sonalities are also marked by inconsistency. Espousing the ideals of
the American transcendentalists, they nevertheless betray a Yankee
pragmatism (265) beneath their admiration for beauty and nature.”
Just as the philosophical intelligence officer found it necessary both
to advance and refute the claim of representation in his discourse,
Mark Winsome vacillates between a representational “doctrine of
labels” and a “doctrine of triangles” that denies the possibility of
“forming a true estimate of any being” from “the data which life
furnishes” (271). When encountering Mark Winsome and his dis-
ciple, Egbert, the cosmopolitan shifts from being the operator to the
straight man. Winsome and Egbert themselves expose the chinks in
the ideals they espouse. At no time is this more evident than when
Egbert, now as the new Charlie Noble, narrates the story of China
Aster in order to deflate the ideal of friendship that the cosmopolitan
holds up to him in pressing yet another appeal for money.

The third and concluding installment, both of the cosmopolitan’s
experiences and the novel, in many senscs brings the text full circle.
The cosmopolitan’s involved haggling with the barber over the price
of a haircut returns us to the novel’s ur-cynic and to its earliest
testing of the status of signs. Hair, which is the barber’s business,
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is a universal human denominator, and the debate about it brings
the discourse to the level of the anthropological study of man at-
tained earlier in the philosophical intelligence officer’s remarks. The
novel’s final scene recrystallizes a familiar configuration. The cos-
mopolitan’s representations to a venerable old man who sits reading
the Bible under a solar lamp, a recurrence of the sun dawning as
the novel begins, are punctuated by a voice of cynicism emanating
from an invisible source among the berths. The novel ends as yet
a final operator, this time an impoverished boy, peddles “security”
devices “the traveller’s patent lock™ (341), money-belts, a carry-
over from the novel’s first scene, and Counterfeit Detectors.

Of the various scenes and anecdotes in the novel’s second half,
and in fact in the text as a whole, none provides us with a more
heavily coded and ironic self-allegorization than the story of China
Aster, the simple candle-maker whose fate is sealed when, in an
exploration of usury anticipating The Cantos of Ezra Pound, he
accepts an unnecessary loan from his friend, Orchis. China Aster,
whose name means the star of China and reflects the illumination
business, shines and is then eclipsed over Marietta, Ohio, “at the
mouth of the Muskingum” (291). The name China Aster endows a
story of small-town usury with an exotic aura and with the remote
setting of parable. The star of the orient is displaced to Ohio, and
the Muskingum—combining musk, essence of the male organs,
and the lingum of Indian erotic literature—is an additional instance
of the novel’s assimilative economy. Although a man, China Aster
is endowed with the fragility of fine china. And in the course of
the story, he is “screwed,” allegorically as well as economically,
by his less delicate male associate, Orchis, whose name signifies
not only a plant butalso a testicle. While China Aster pursues the
implicitly speculative métier of providing light, Orchis, a shoe-
maker, attends to the concrete matters under foot.

Having improved his station by winning a “capital prize in a lot-
tery” (292), Orchis sets out to convince his friend of the need for
additional capital and to “drop this vile tallow and hold up pure
spermaceti to the world” (242). Echoing the “man with the weed’s”
demand to “drop Tacitus” and the evangelical vision of the “gem’-
man in a gray coat and white tie,” Orchis compels China Aster to
accept unnecessary capital on the basis of an artificial consumer
demand for spermaceti rather than tallow candles. And repeating



106 HIGH RESOLUTION

previous operators’ dissimulation of their motives, notably the herb-
doctor’s refusal of payment for his wares, Orchis secures China As-
ter’s commitment in a most offhanded manner:

“By-the-way, China Aster, it don’t mean anything, but supposc you
make a little memorandum of this; won’t do any harm, you know.” So
China Aster gave Orchis his note for one thousand dollars on demand.
Orchis took it, and looked at it a moment, “Pooh, [ told you, friend
China Aster, I wasn’t ever going to make any demand. . . . You sce
I’ll never trouble you about this . . . give yourself no further thought,
friend China Aster, than how best to invest your money.” (294-95)

China Aster’s compliance with the scheme, however, is not en-
tirely without conflict. Two of the old geezers in town, “Old Plain
Talk” and “Old Prudence,” serve as China Aster’s alter egos and
voice their reservations. Orchis instinctively senses enemies in these
skeptics, just as the agent of the Black Rapids Coal Company was
down on “bears.” What we have, then, is the “classical” config-
uration of the confidence game. Orchis, the operator, exhorts China
Aster to accept unnecessary credit, while the two “straight men,”
as simple and direct as their allegorical names, offer some resis-
tance. It can therefore hardly be surprising that Orchis addresses to
China Aster the following speech, which condenses an ideology that
has elsewhere demonstrated a protean capacity to change forms:

“Why, China Aster, you are the dolefulest creature. Why don’t you,
China Aster, take a bright view of life? You will never get on in your
business or anything elsc, if you don’t take the bright view of life. It’s
the ruination of a man to take the dismal one.” Then, gayly poking at
him with his gold-headed cane, “Why don’t you, then? Why don’t you
be bright and hopeful, like me? Why don’t you have confidence, China
Aster? (295)

The machine of capital accumulation is once again greased by the
language of effusive optimism. But the story of China Aster intro-
duces a new dimension and level to the functioning of this category.
For the first time we have an inkling of the psychological manifes-
tation of confidence, both private and mass psychological, an an-
ticipation of the Freudian notion of the dream as wish fulfillment:

But as destiny would have it, that same night China Aster had a dream,
in which a being in the guise of a smiling angel, and holding a kind of
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of exclusivity asserted by the traditional disciplines lose much of
their force and justification. At the same time, a foregrounding of
the interdisciplinary nature and implications of studies that have per-
haps become insular takes place. The interface between the various
studies and professional discourses become as crucial as the “con-
tents” of those programs themselves. Advanced studies oriented to
the codes underlying all systematic endeavors—and their mutual
translatability-——require greater emphasis and resources at the “gen-
eral,” and often introductory level. But the beneficial outcome of
such interdisciplinarity and synthetic perspectives, even if they enter
the curriculum at some cost to professional specialization, will be
citizens and practitioners who can place their work in the broadest
possible context of sociopolitical interactions and historical prece-
dents. Once the codes of organized activity become the inception
and organizing principle of learning, secondary and advanced ed-
ucation will become increasingly interdisciplinary in emphasis and
global in outlook. The skills of professional specialization are often
job- and task-related and can be transferred once work has begun.

Established educational institutions, however, are by no means
the only components of the literate environment, Books such as Git-
lin’s demonstrate how broadcasting networks, in the interest of
ideologically neutral “entertainment,” resist upgrading the quality
of their programs. In a democracy, any thought of governmental
regulation of quality raises the gravest ideological as well as logis-
tical considerations. At the same time, I am certain that wonders
could be achieved in this sphere if the quality of the literate envi-
ronment were even a public value, not a requirement or a specifi-
cation. The time has perhaps arrived for ameliorating the commer-
cial dimensions of broadcasting executives’ decisions by providing
some noncommercial support for the basic television channels, per-
haps a variation on the user’s tax levied in some European coun-
tries.

But television is only one of several cultural enterprises charac-
terized by commercial hysteria and an impetus, based on social sci-
entific testing, to adopt the lowest acceptable level of verbal and
intellectual complexity. Excessive intellectual toniness is more
threatening to the managers of film, theater, and artistic pereform-
ance and exhibition, as well as of television, than sexual and even
political sensationalism. The cultivation of the needs and desires of



228 HIGH RESOLUTION

“specialized” audiences goes hand in hand with our current tech-
nological capabilities, which include cable television and easily
available video recording equipment. The mere coexistence, how-
ever, of different tastes, styles, and subdivisions of the public does
not alone constitute an adequate response to the conditions of the
literate environment. (Alone, such a pluralism amounts to a cultural
“repressive tolerance.”) We sorely need a rigorous review of and
adjustment to the literate conditions of the programming and arti-
facts already implanted in the landscape, much of it offered at no
cost and allowing little or no selection by its audience.

The dissemination of the wider skills of literacy can only transpire
by concerted effort; it is neither a matter of conversion, regardless
of the religious rhetoric adopted so often in the current debate, nor
of indoctrination. The success of this endeavor, joined as it is by
academics, primary and secondary educators, independent writers
and artists, curators and arts administrators, and journalists, is par-
ticularly crucial during an advanced technological age. There will,
however, be little impetus behind the vast enterprise of distributing
the wealth of human language and culture until literacy, as a com-
plex concept, achieves its explicit enunciation as a value.

Literacy, then, is at once a set of linguistic capabilities, a public
issue, and a literary construct that has entered and informed the
works of some of the most decisive authors. It is resolved, in one
way or another, at every historical moment, and our particular re-
sponse will constitute a telling insignia of our age.
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