Reading Positions: The Master’s Game

M. A. Abbas

I. The Master’s Game

I would like to begin by reading one of Wallace Stevens’ early poems
entitled The Plot Against the Giant, because this short poem exemplifies in a
remarkable way a critical dilemma that I want to examine and that [ shall call
the Master’s Game. In Stevens’s poem, three “girls” plot the Giant’s capture.
The first, “diffusing the civilest odors/ out of geraniums and unsmelied
flowers” hopes thereby to ‘“‘check him”; the second, ‘“arching cloths
besbrinkled with colors / As small as fish eggs”, believes that “the threads /
will abash him”; while the third girl, the most apparently self-possessed, is
also the most indirect:

Ohla...le pauvre!

I shall run before him,

With a curious puffing

He will bend his ear then.

I shall whisper

Heavenly labials in a world of gutterals.
It will undo him.

The girls’ plot therefore consists in using the subtle gamut of sense experience
— odors, colors and the sounds of words — to bring down the Giant.

How can we further characterise Stevens’s. Giant and his female
antagonists? If we do so in terms of certain current critical preoccupations,
Stevens’s poem could be read as the thematisation of a-deconstructionist
allegory. From this perspective, Stevens’ “Giant” can be seen as a sort of
clumsy systematiser (“a yokel ... maundering / whetting his hacker™)
checked, abashed and undone — in short, deconstructed—by the seductive
pleasures of sense perceptions and language that “run” before him. The girls,
like the deconstructionist, assert that it is the tiny unrecuperated details —
the unsmelled flowers, the colors small as fish eggs, the curious puffing — that
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will bring down the gigantic unitary systems.

We can even push a little further and tease out a parallel between the girls’
critique of the Giant’s insufficiencies and the feminist critique of patriarchal
society which sees only a selective, male version of truth. Derrida’s text
Spurs: On Nietzeche’s Styles is useful here. One of the themes Derrida
addresses in Spurs is the question of truth / woman:

Woman (truth) will not be pinned down. In truth woman, truth
will not be pinned down. That which will not be pinned down by
truth is in truth — feminine, This should not, however, be hastily
mistaken for a woman’s femininity, for female sexuality, or for
any other of those essentializing fetishes which might still
tantalize the dogmatic philosopher, the impotent artist or the
inexperienced seducer who has not yet escaped his foolish hopes
of capture.

The first part of this quotation would seem to support the girls’ belief in the
Giant’s imminent fall. From the girls’ point of view, the Giant’s fall is quite
predictable: he will be tripped up by “truth woman”. However, the second
part of the quotation, which is the part I want to focus on, moves in quite a
different direction. There Derrida warns against fetishizing “femininizy”, i.e.,
against reifying any one position as truth. Earlier, he had said:

the credulous and dogmatic philosopher who believes in the truth
that is woman, who believes in truth just as he believes in woman,
this philosopher has understood nothing,?

Coming back to Stevens’s poem, we may now ask: who is the dogmatist —
the Giant or the girls? The Giant who does not yet realise the “truth
woman”, or the girls, these “inexperienced seducers” with their uncritical
belief in “‘the truth that is woman™? The plot, like the text, thickens. The
plot of the poem is not just the deconstruction of the Giant, who may well
have been asking for it; it is also the girls’ infatuation with their own
explanations: the Giant himself has no opportunity to speak. Stevens’s
poern gives us the trajectory that every powerful mode of reading tends to
follow, and raises the perplexing problem of modes of reading which are too
powerful.

The argument, or plot, of The Plot Against the Giant does not move us
toward any inexorable conclusion: Stevens makes a poem out of a critical
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dilemma. The dilemma can be set out as follows: Every major reading
position — whether structuralist, hermeneutic, marxist or deconstructionist —
strives at achieving explanatory power. That is how we recognise them as
reading positions. However, when these positions become too powerfully
developed, they reach a point of critical saturation where they tend to
replicate themselves endlessly, where all texts serve to keep the critical mill in
motion. This suggests that one of the tasks literary theory must face is the
problem of power in its mediated form of discourse.

Perhaps the clearest illustration of the problem I am trying to outline can
be found in the project of deconstruction, though the problem is by no
means confined exclusively to deconstruction. The deconstructive project
begins in fact as a strategy against power. It devotes its energies to the
subversion of any attempt at privileging voice, unity, wholeness; in effect, it
works at undermining the power of structure. The results have been
impressive. What deconstructive reading has successfully shown is that there
is no single autonomous text. It has shown that every text is double — not
in the sense that there is another text in the text, but in the sense of “it itself
as other”, or what Derrida has thematised as differance. The result, as
Descombes puts it in his book Modern French Philosophy, is that “a slight
displacement, a slight play in the reading of the text, is sufficient to collapse
the first into the second, the wisdom of the first into the comedy of the
second.”®  Descombes’ account, which incidentally is impeccable, makes
deconstruction sound like pataphysics, and Derrida appear as a kind of
intellectualised Alfred Jarry. But in practice, deconstructive readings are
not “comic”; rather they have the purposeful character of powerful
demonstrations. They may begin as a reading of power that aims at
subverting the singleness of the master text, its pretensipns to unity and
organic wholeness; but they are also powerful readings, the practice of which
involves them in a kind of complicity with that which they claim to be
subverting. A good example-is the critical practice of Paul de Man, a true
master. De Man’s concept of an “allegory of reading” argues subversively
against the possibility of arriving at a “true reading’; but in a next step, de
Man reintroduces the concept of “true reading” as a reading that demonstrates
the “negative truth” of the impossibility of reading:

True reading, as opposed to paraphrase, is an argument, that is,
it has the sequential coherence we associate with a demonstra-
tion or with a particularly compelling narrative. But what is here
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being argued (or compellingly told) is precisely the loss of an
illusory coherence . . ..

The demonstration subverts the “illusory cherence”; but the power of
the demonstration may also subvert its own program of subversion. The
intricate filigree of textual and philosophical aporias cannot avoid being
inscribed in a context of power.

The way power manages to insinuate itself back into critical discourse
finds a parallel in the situation of the western philosopher in his attempts to
deconstruct the western metaphysical tradition, with Hegel as its supreme
master. Derrida is very lucid about the outcome:

There is no sense in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in
order to shake metaphysics. We have no language — no syntax
and no lexicon — which is foreign to this history; we can
pronounce not a single destructive proposition which has not
already had to slip into the form, the logic, and the implicit
postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest.>

Power is like metaphysics in that it reintroduces itself at the moment when
we believe it has been done away with. This is the situation of the Master’s
Game.. Writing on Derrida’s debate with Hegel, Descombes asks: “But how
might deconstruction win at a game in which any victories over the Master are
at once chalked up as defeats for the disciple (any victory at the game of the
Master belonging to the Master of the game)?”® The Master’s Game is
essentially a game of power.

I1. Power, Pleasure and Photography

Can there be a mode of critical discourse that can avoid being imbricated
in the Master’s Game of power? As the theoretical answer to this question
will not be easy, it may be simpler to set out the issues in terms of a particular
critical practice. While obviously both Derrida’s and Foucault’s work would,
in their different ways, be relevent to the discussion, I believe that it is
Roland Barthes’s writing that can allow the most economical exposition of
the problematics of the Master’s Game.

Barthes has apparently changed his critical position many times. More-
over, in his latest writings — with their hedonistic emphasis on “pleasure” and
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*“the body” on the one hand, and what looks like an affirmation of “realism”
in the attention given to photography on the other — Barthes seems to
contradict the structuralist and post-structuralist positions that one identifies
him pre-eminently with. In a recent monograph on Barthes, Jonathan Culler
voices a certain disappointmen: with this “modern master.” Commenting on
Barthes’s changes of position, Culler says that “one is tempted to condemn
Barthes’s lack of perseverence and to praise instead those honest toilers in the
vineyard who haven’t shunned hard work for some alluring new prospect on
the horizon.”? Culler is even more critical of the thematics of Barthes’
later work: “. .. in Barthes later works, he begins to present as a transgres-
sion what could easily be taken as a reaffirmation of quite regressive, pre-
semiological notions.”® Culler even hints that Barthes is trying, whether
consciously or not, to make himself “newly palatable to the bourgeoisie he
had once attacked.”®
The problem with Culler’s comments, [ think, is that they come from
what might be called an orthodox semiological position and from his identifi-
cation of the early Barthes with such a position. Culler writes: “For where
there is meaning, there is system. It is Barthes who taught us that.”!©
Accordingly, Culler presents Barthes as going against his own best insights
when in his later work he abjures “system.” However it is doubtful whether
Barthes was ever an orthodox semiologist, even in his early studies which
were so much taken up with the analysis of sign systems. From the beginning,
Barthes has been forced to play a double game, to fight on two fronts: on
the one hand, against the mythic appropriation of the historical into the
natural, for which the distancing effect of semiology is a useful tool; on the
other hand, against any language or system abrogating to itself universal
powers — hence the many ““abjurations.” Barthes sees semiology as a stimulus
to social criticism, a project in which he believes, interestingly, “Sartre,
Brecht and Saussure could concur.”* The enduring lesson of Barthes is not
that where there is meaning, there is system; but rather the further political
lesson that where there is system, there is ideology and complicity with
power. In his inaugural lecture at the College de France, Barthes underlined
the fact that “it is power with which we shall be concerned, indirectly but
persistently.”'? I would suggest that it is in relationship to the question of
power that Barthes’ thematics of pleasure as well as his comments on
photography must be understocd.
Barthes situates power not only in obvious forms like the State, or even
_in the less obvious forms like the relations of public and private life and the
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authority of institutions. The fundamental point that Barthes makes is that
power does not take a signle form, that our battle is against “powers in the
plural.” In discourse, for example, power comes in all guises. “I call the
discourse of power,” Barthes writes, “any discourse which engenders blame,
hence guilt in its recipient.”® If power is so subtly inscribed in discourse, it
would seem impossible to escape it, unless we could get outside of language
itself. However, Barthes is “structuralist” enough to realise that to get out-
side of language is an almost impossible, certainly a heroic, task, best left to
figures like Kierkegaard’s knight of faith or Nietzeche’s superman. For the
rest of us, there is only one other alternative open: ‘““to cheat with speech, to
cheat speech. This salutary trickery, this evasion, this grand imposture which
allows us to understand speech outside the bounds of power, in the splendour
of a permanent revolution of language, I for one call literature.”¥* Literature
therefore is for Barthes the paradoxical site of freedom from the discourse of
power.

Barthes clearly sees literature as a privileged mode of discourse. The
great value of literary language is that it is not tendentious. It neither argues
for or against anything, nor is it involved in judgements of good and bad. The
text, Barthes says, is “the very index of noon-power”'®, while the writer is
“always on the blind spot of systems, adrift . . . outside exchange, plunged into
non-profit, the Zen mushotoku, desiring nothing but the perverse bliss of
words .... 71 What text and writer are involved in is what Barthes now
calls pleasure.

The thematic of pleasure is a major truning point in Barthes’s literary
theory, but the concept of pleasure is an overdetermined, not a straightfor-
ward, concenpt: it moves in different directions. To begin with, Barthes
characterises pleasure in terms of what is still a recognisably structuralist
problematic of signifier and signified. Textual pleasure “comes” when the
play of signifiers suspends signified value, inhibiting a too hasty movement
from text to meaning:

Pleasure’s force of suspension can never be overstated: it is a
veritable époché, a stoppage which congeals all recognized values
(recognized by oneself). Pleasure is a neuter {the most perverse
form of the demoniac). Or at least, what pleasure suspends is the
signified value: the (good) cause.’”

Pleasure is produced therefore not by a richness, but by a loss, of meaning:
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Neither culture nor its destruction is erotic; it is the seam
between them, the fault, the flaw, which becomes so ... what
pleasure wants is the site of a loss, the seam, the cut, the defla-
tion, the dissolve which seizes the subject in the midst of bliss.!8

The opposition of the signifier to the signified and the valorization of the
signifier is clearly a saussurian legacy. At this point, pleasure seems like a
rigorous textual concept.

However, something else is involved in the thematic of pleasure. While
the signifier is indeed emphasised, what is emphasised about the signifier is
its materiality, not its ascetically systematic nature. Value is not merely
shifted to the rank of the signifier; it is shifted to “the sumptuous rank of
the signifier.”!® Instead of promoting a “mystique of the text,” the whole
effort now consists in “materializing the pleasure of the text, in making the
téxt an object of pleasure like the others.”?° Signifiance, once defined as
inscribed in the play of signifiers, is now re-defined as “meaning, insofar as
it is sensually produced.”® The tendency is to move away from technical,
air-tight descriptions towards looser, almost impressionistic terms like
“flavour,” as when Barthes tells us that “writing could be found wherever
words have flavour”?? — or a term like “the body”, scattered through the
later writings.

The attractiveness of what Barthes says about pleasure cannot never-
theless disguise a serious problem. Barthes’ remarks on pleasure move
towards the looser, more hedonistic emphasis, away from a “mystique of the
text”. It is of course possible to see why: pleasure in this sense can loosen
the coils of power wound up in critical discourse itself. The problem however
is that the hedonistic emphasis that Barthes gives to textual pleasure convinces
only because it is built on a rigorous “structuralist”” base. Otherwise, terms
like “flavour” and “the body” would be sheer impressionism. We cannot
escape the conclusion that Barthes’ thematics of pleasure is in fact caught in
the problem of power it wants to escape. We can make a similar criticism of
Barthes’ valorization of literary language: the struggle against the discourse
of power involves him in the elaboration of a Zen-like non-participatory
poetics, some would even say a reactionary poetics. I believe it would be
wrong to call Barthes a reactionary, but it is'a position that The Master’s
Game almost foists on him.

As Barthes argues it, pleasure and literature are not very successful ways
of dealing with power. (Note, for example, the loose and not very satisfac-
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tory way in which he makes the distinction between “plaisir” and
“jouissance.”) Curiously, it is only when he gets away form literature,
incidentally as it was, in his studies on photography, that he overcomes
certain contradictions in his position. The studies on photography go back to
the early sixties, but the lesson of photography returns as the subject of
Barthes’ last book, Camera Lucida.

In Camera Lucida, Barthes describes himself as a “realist.” This may
seem strange to those who remember the Barthes who argued tirelessly that
the “real” is always mediated through the codes by which we come to know
it, which is to say that the “real” is always ideologically produced. Now
there is no form of representation in our culture that makes more insistent
claims to “‘realism” than photography, which suggests that there is nothing
more ideologically loaded than the photograph. This may have been what
drew Barthes’s attention to the photograph in the first place. In an essay on
the press photograph entitled “The Photographic Message™, Barthes indeed
notes that the photograph, in “the perfection and plenitude of its analogy, in
short its objectivity, has every chance of being mythical.”?® and in the
same essay, he goes on to tabulate some of the devices or “connotation
procedures” by which photographs can produce its reality effects. Yet in
examining the ways in which photographs are coded, Barthes stumbles upon
what amounts to a semiological scandal: the fact that the photograph, unlike
other modes of representation like painting, literature and even cinema, is not
entirely coded. Barthes formulates the point-as follows:

From the object to its image, there is of course a reduction — in
proportion, perspective, colour — but at no time is this reduction
a transformation (in the mathematical sense of the term). In
order to move from the reality to its photograph it is in no way
necessary to divide up this reality into units and to constitute
these units as signs, substantially different from the object they
communicate; there is no necessity to set up a relay, that is to say-
a code, between the object and its image. Certainly the image is
not the reality but at least it is its perfect analogon and it is
exactly this analogical perfection which, to common sense,
defines the photograph. Thus can be seen the special status of
the photographic image: it is @ message without a code.*®

Barthes makes a sccond point about the photograph: if it can be described as
a message without a code, then the referent in photography cannot have the
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same status it has in other systems of representation:

Painting can feign reality without having been it. Discourse
combines signs which have referents, of course, but these
referents can be and are most often ‘““chimeras.” Contrary to
these imitations, in Photography I can never deny that the thing
has been there . ... The name of Photography’s noeme will
therefore be: “Thathasbeen,” or again: the Intractable.?

In looking at a photograph, Barthes doés not say: ~the thing is there, which
would be a naive form of realism, but: the thing has been there. This makes
the photograph a very paradoxical object, a third point that Barthes notes
about it. The photograph gives us a new space-time category: spatial
immediacy — every photograph, Barthes says, is “a certificate of presence’ 2
— together with temporal anteriority, as this “presence” is in the past.

However, behind the elegant play of paradox that characterises Barthes’
remarks on photography lies a serious issue, namely,'how much of what we
call the world can be codified and understood. The issue focuses on the
exercise of power implicit in every act of understanding. What Barthes seeks
to demonstrate is that in photographic representation there is always some-
where a residue intransigent to codification. Walter Benjamin called this
residue, in a brilliantly suggestive phrase, “the optical unconscious”. This
residue is precious, because it is the element in photographic representation
that is not just the ideological expression of a culture. Barthes has theorised
this residue in various ways. In Camera Lucida, he calls it the punctum,
which designates the elements in the photograph that stick out and will not
be assimilated to a whole; in contrast to the studium, which consists of all
that in the photograph appeals to one’s general culture and knowledge. The
punctum is that something in a photograph that exceeds our tendency to
understarrd it as art, as document, or as argument. More so than the Text, it
would seem that the photograph is the true index of non-power.

However, in the concluding section of Camera Lucida, Barthes sees that
even the photograph can be overcome by the power of cultural recuperation.
Our society tames the photograph by turning it into art or by banalizing it —
in the proliferation of images in advertising, for example. Yet, in the
“absolute realism” of the photograph, there is a kind of madness that cannot
be controlted. From this perspective it is interesting to note that the
narrative of Camera Lucida is dominated by the death of Barthes’s mother,
whom Barthes admits no photograph has the power to summon back.
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HI. Reading Positions

If T have focused largely on Barthes’s work in this paper, it is because
Barthes offers several interesting perspectives on the Master’s Game and on
reading positions. The Master’s Game is a game of language and philosophy;
but ultimately it comes down to a question of power, to the complicity with
power in knowledge. Barthes’s many changes of position can be explained
in terms of a resistance to power-as-domination wherever it shows itself in
discourse, especially in his own discourse:

To shift ground, then, can mean: to go where you are not
expected, or, more radically, to abjure what you have written
‘(but not necessarily what you have thought), when gregarious
power uses and subjugates it.?’

How well does Barthes deal with the Master’s Game? If it must be
admitted that one never wins at the Master’s Game, it is because the project
of resisting power in absolute terms is impossible; or another way of putting
it is ro say that the project has no final outcome. However, even though the
problem of the Master’s Game may be intellectually insoluble, the impossible
can nevertheless give rise to a practice. Barthes, it is true, has on occasions
thematised silence and disengagement, but never, it must be emphasised,
abstentionism. Several aspects of Barthes’s practice can be pointed out. One
is the refusal to take any discursive mode as final; another is a preference for
paradoxical or contradictory semiosis, of which the photograph is the best
example; a third is the taking up of language that the great steam-rollers of
culture have left by the wayside: one example would be Sade/Fourier/
Loyola, and another example would be A Lover’s Discourse.

Barthes’s career also offers an insight into reading positions. It warns
against the danger of hypostatizing reading positions, by showing that
hypostatization is the corollary of the will to dominate. Positionality is
inevitable, but happily also often contradictory. Of the large number of
reading positions that can be taken, one basic question can be asked:
whether the position taken is in complicity with power or in contestation
against it. For example, the programme of deconstruction is a truly radical
one when it forces totalizing explanatory systems to show their contradic-
tions, to show their hand. It is when deconstruction itself turns into yet
another method or “strategy of reading” that it threatens to become a part of
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the structures of power it set off to subvert.

My final point concerns the “figure” of the reader in recent literary
theory. Of late, there has been much interest in the reader and the reader’s
response, after an overdose of author — and text — centred criticism. The
contribution of textual theory to the topic has been to argue for a kind of
productive equivalence of reading and writing.  Barthes himself has
proselytised the textual theory of reading in well-known essays like the Death
of the Author or From Work to Text. However, Barthes’s major contribution
to the question of reading may lie less in these texts which explicitly address
the question of reading, than in a text like Camera Lucida where a particular
kind of reading is produced. What Camera Lucide moves towards, in terms
both of argument and performance, is the possibility of a discourse without
power, a discourse that neither imposes nor allows itself to be imposed upon.
In the paradoxical nature of the photograph, Barthes saw the possibility of
neutralising the Master’s Game — for a time at least.
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