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Concept

concept

— something conceived in the mind; a thought, notion

—a general idea covering many similar things derived from study of particular
instances

Synonyms: see IDEA®

Departure

Concepts are the tools of intersubjectivity: they facilitate discussion on
the basis of a common language. Mostly, they are considered abstract
representations of an object. But, like all representations, they are nei-
ther simple nor adequate in themselves. They distort, unfix, and inflect
the object. To say something is an image, metaphor, story, or what have
you - that is, to use concepts to label something - is not a very useful
act. Nor can the language of equation - ‘is” - hide the interpretive
choices being made. In fact, concepts are, or rather do, much more. If
well thought through, they offer miniature theories, and in that guise,
help in the analysis of objects, situations, states, and other theories.

But because they are key to intersubjective understanding, more
than anything they need to be explicit, clear, and defined. In this way
everyone can take them up and use them. This is not as easy as it
sounds, because concepts are flexible: each is part of a framework, a
systematic set of distinctions, ot oppositions, that can sometimes be

1 This and all subsequent definitions of concepts at the beginning of chapters are selec-
tions from the entries in the Longman Dictionary of the English Language (1990).
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bracketed or even ignored, but that can never be transgressed or
contradicted without serious damage to the analysis at hand. Con-
cepts, often precisely those words outsiders consider jargon, can be
tremendously productive. If explicit, clear, and defined, they can help
to articulate an understanding, convey an interpretation, check an
imagination-run-wild, or enable a discussion, on the basis of common
terms and in the awareness of absences and exclusions. Seen in this
light, concepts are not simply labels easily replaced by more common
words.

So far, this is a standard view of the methodological status of con-
cepts. But concepts are neither fixed nor unambiguous. Although 1
subscribe to the above principles, the remainder of this chapter dis-
cusses what happens in the margins of this standard view. In other
words, it looks at the concept of concept itself, not as a clear-cut meth-
odological legislation, but as a territory to be travelled, in a spirit of
adventure.

Concepts, in the first place, look like words. As Deleuze and
Guattari noted in their introduction to What Is Philosophy?, some need
etymological fancy, archaic resonance, or idiosyncratic folly to do their
work; others require a Wittgensteinian family resemblance to their rel-
atives; still others are the spitting image of ordinary words (1994 3).
‘Meaning’ is a case of just such an ordinary word-concept that casually
walks back and forth between semantics and intention. Because of this
flexibility that makes semantics appear as intention, one of the points
of the present book — and of chapter 7 in particular - is to convey the
notion that the pervasive predominance of intentionalism — the confla-
tion of meaning with the author’s or artist’s intention — with all its
problems, is due to this unreflective conflation of words and concepts.

To say that concepts can work as shorthand theories has several con-
sequences. Concepts are not ordinary words, even if words are used to
speak (of) them. This realization should be balm to the heart of those
who hate jargon. Nor are they labels. Concepts (mis)used in this way
lose their working force; they are subject to fashion and quickly
become meaningless. But when deployed as I think they should be -
and the remainder of this book articulates, demonstrates, and justifies
how that might be — concepts can become a third partner in the other-
wise totally unverifiable and symbiotic interaction between critic and
object. This is most useful, especially when the critic has no disciplin-
ary tradition to fall back on and the object no canonical or historical
status.
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But concepts can only do this work, the methodological work that
disciplinary traditions used to do, on one condition: that they are kept
under scrutiny through a confrontation with, not application to, the
cultural objects being examined. For these objects themselves are ame-
nable to change and apt to illuminate historical and cultural differ-
ences. The shift in methodology I am arguing for here is founded on a
particular relationship between subject and object, one that is not pred-
icated on a vertical and binary opposition between the two. Instead,
the model for this relationship is interaction, as in ‘interactivity.” It is
because of this potential interactivity — not because of an obsession
with “proper’ usage — that every academic field, but especially one like
the humanities that has so little in the way of binding traditions, can
gain from taking concepts seriously.

But concepts are not fixed. They travel — between disciplines,
between individual scholars, between historical periods, and between
geographically dispersed academic communities. Between disciplines,
their meaning, reach, and operational value differ. These processes of
differing need to be assessed before, during, and after each “trip.” The
bulk of this book, and of much of my previous work, is devoted to
such assessments. Between individual scholars, each user of a concept
constantly wavers between unreflected assumptions and threatening
misunderstandings in communication with others. The two forms of
travel — group and individual - come together in past practices of
scholarship. Disciplinary traditions didn’t really help resolve that
ambiguity, although they certainly did help scholars to feel secure in
their use of concepts, a security that can, of course, just as easily turn
deceptive. As I see it, disciplinary traditionalism and rigid attitudes
towards concepts tend to go hand in hand with hostility to jargon,
which, more often than not, is an anti-intellectual hostility to method-
ological rigour and a defence of a humanistic critical style.

Between historical periods, the meaning and use of concepts change

dramatically. Take hybridity, for example. How did this concept from
biology — implying as its ‘other’ an authentic or pure specimen and
presuming that hybridity leads to sterility — that was current in imperi-
alist discourse with its racist overtones, come to indicate an idealized
state of postcolonial diversity? Because it travelled. Originating in
nineteenth-century biology, it was first used in a racist sense. Then it
changed, moving through time, to Eastern Europe, where it encoun-
tered the literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin. Travelling west again, it even-
tually came to play a brief but starring role in postcolonial studies,
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where it was taken to task for its disturbing implications, including the
historical remnants of colonial epistemology.” Far from decrying such a
long journey to a provisional dead end, I see how important such a
concept is for the development and innovation of the very field that
now rejects it. History — here the history of concepts and their succes-
sive networks — can be a dead weight if endorsed uncritically in the
name of tradition. But it.can also be an extremely powerful force that
activates rather than stultifies interactive concepts.® Finally, concepts
function differently in geographically dispersed academic communi-
ties with their different traditions. This is as true for the choice and use
of concepts as for their definitions and the traditions within the differ-
ent disciplines, even the newer ones like cultural studies.

All of these forms of travel render concepts flexible. It is this change-
ability that becomes part of their usefulness for a new methodology
that is neither stultifying and rigid nor arbitrary or ‘sloppy.” This book
aims to demonstrate that the travelling nature of concepts is an asset
rather than a liability. In the present chapter, I will discuss some of the
itineraries of that travel — between departure and arrival and back
again. The case serving as an example is one many will recognize: it
involves the partial overlap of concepts used today in different disci-
plines, concepts that tend to get muddled in a mixed setting. To help
the move from a muddled multidisciplinarity to a productive interdis-
ciplinarity, such cases of partial overlap are best dealt with head-on.

Travel between Words and Concepts

In the cultural disciplines, a variety of concepts are used to frame,
articulate, and specify different analyses. The most confusing ones are
the over-arching concepts we tend to use as if their meanings were as
clear-aut and common as those of any word in any given language.
Depending on the background in which the analyst was initially
trained and the cultural genre to which the object belongs, each analy-
sis tends to take for granted a certain use of concepts. Others may not
agree with that use, or may even perceive it as not being specific

2 Young (1990) opens with this point. For a recent in-depth criticism, see Spivak (1999).
For a brief account, see Ashcroft et al. (1998: 118-21).

3 History and tradition, my long-term interlocutors in the kind of work this book
accounts for, are the subject of reflection in my earlier book (1999a) and ch. 6 of the
present volume.
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enough to merit arguing about. Such confusion tends to increase with
those concepts that are close to ordinary language. The concept of text
will serve as a convincing example of this confusion.’

A word from everyday language, self-evident in literary studies,
metaphorically used in anthropology, generalized in semiotics, ambiv-
alently circulating in art history and film studies, and shunned in
musicology, the concept of text seems to ask for trouble. But it also
invokes disputes and controversies that can be wonderfully stimulat-
ing if ‘worked through.” If this working through fails to take place, the
disputes and controversies can become sources of misunderstanding
or, worse, enticements to ill-conceived partisanship, including disci-
pline-based conservatism. There are, for example, many reasons for
referring to images or films as “texts.” Such references entail various
assumptions, including the idea that images have, or produce, mean-
ing, and that they promote such analytical activities as reading. To
make a long story short, the advantage of speaking of ‘visual texts’ is
that it reminds the analyst that lines, motifs, colours, and surfaces, like
words, contribute to the production of meaning; hence, that form and
meaning cannot be disentangled. Neither texts nor images yield their
meanings immediately. They are not transparent, so that images, like
texts, require the labour of reading.

Many fear that to speak of images as texts is to turn the image into a
piece of language. But by shunning the linguistic analogy (as in many
ways we should) we also engage resistance - to meaning, to analysis,
and to close, detailed engagement with the object. That resistance we
should, in turn, resist, or at least discuss. The concept of text helps
rather than hinders such a discussion precisely because it is controversial.
Hence its use should be encouraged, especially in areas where it is not
self-evident, so that it can regain its analytical and theoretical force.*

But “text’ is perhaps already an example that leads too much. In its
travels, it has become dirty, come to imply too much, to resist too
much; hence it has become liable to deepen the divide between the
enthusiasts and the sceptics. What about ‘meaning,” then? No aca-
demic discipline can function without a notion of this concept. In the
humanities, it is a key word. Or a key concept, perhaps? Sometimes.
Let me call it a ‘word-concept.” This casual use, now as word, then as
concept, has two major drawbacks. One drawback of its casual use as a
word is the resulting reluctance to discuss ‘meaning’ as an academic

4 For these aspects of the word-concept ‘text,” see Goggin and Neef (2001).
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issue. The other is its over-extended use. More often than not, scholars
and stu@ents speak of ’meaning’ without even specifying whether they

ing of a .picture’ is identical either to the artist’s intention, or to what
its c?nstltutive motifs originally meant, or to the contemp/orar audi-
ence’s understanding, or to the dictionary’s synonym. My su yesti :
here is l‘h:”flt students ought to be trained to choose - and justifyg—gonec:;
the meanings of ‘meaning,” and to make that choice a methodological

the case studies here — are history (and its relation to the present); iden-
faty. a.nd alterity; subject(ivity) and agency; hybridity and eth;ﬁcit :
individual, singular, different; cognitive, scientific, and technolo ich,
metaphors; medium, mode, genre, type; fact and objectivity; andglast
but.not least, culture(s).’ But, as I mentioned in the introdu(,jtion th

project here is not to provide an overview of key concepts in cult’ur ?
analysis. Others have already done that. Instead, I offer case studies ;s

5 Alas, also the one I'will leave alone here. For the concept of culture, a book-length
study at least is needed. For just two recent examples, see Hartman (1997) and Spivak

6 On the practice of cultural analysis, see Bal, ed. (1999).
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desirable, but agreement on the fact that — provisionally, tentatively,
and testingly — a concept is best deployed in a specific meaning
because the results can then be discussed is indispensable if we are to
get out of turf-policing defensiveness. This book grew out of the con-
viction that in this sense concepts and the debates around them have
greatly increased in importance with the advent of interdisciplinary
study. The mission of concepts is vital if the social climate in the acad-
emy is to be maintained and improved, if disputes are to promote
rather than preclude the production of knowledge and insight (as, alas,
happens all too often). It is around concepts that I see cultural analysis
achieving a consensus comparable to the paradigmatic consistency
that has kept the traditional disciplines vital — albeit, simultaneously,
dogmatic.” Rejecting dogmatism without sacrificing consistency is a
way of improving the human ambiance while increasing the intellectual
yield. For this reason I consider the discussion of concepts an alterna-
tive methodological base for ‘cultural studies” or “analysis.” My first
point, then, is to plead for the centrality of conceptual reflection — for
the following reasons.®

Concepts are never simply descriptive; they are also programmatic
and normative. Hence, their use has specific effects. Nor are they sta-
ble; they are related to a tradition. But their use never has simple conti-
nuity. For “tradition,” closer to a word that moves about, is not the same
as (Kuhnian) ‘paradigm,” itself a concept threatened with word-status
when used too casually. ‘Tradition” appeals to ‘the way we always did
things,” as a value. ‘Paradigm’ makes explicit the theses and methods
that have acquired axiomatic status, so that they can be used without
being constantly challenged. This rigidity is strategic and reflected. But
‘tradition” does not question its tenets; hence, those tenets become
dogmatic. Traditions change slowly, paradigms suddenly; the former
without their inhabitants knowing it, the latter against their resistance.

7 Publications such as, famously, Raymond Williams’ Keywords, and more recently, Mar-
tin Jay’s rewriting of that book, Cultural Semantics: Keywords of Our Time, testify to the
link between enhanced conceptual awareness and increéasing interdisciplinarity as
emerging from a cultural studies perspective. Another interesting piece of evidence
for the need of this ‘rough guide’ is the successful volume edited by Frank Lentricchia
and Thomas McLaughlin (1995). This book, explicitly designed for literary studies, has
an entry on petformance that appears to take one meaning of this concept so much for
granted — the one that led to the art practice called ‘performance art’ - that it becomes
the only meaning raised, much in the way my fictional students each bring in their
own self-evident notions of ‘subject.’

8 These reasons form a counterpart to the first paragraph of this chapter.
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It is the same distinction as between subliminal change and revolution.

Concepts are also never simple. Their various aspects can be
unpacked; the ramifications, traditions, and histories conflated in their
current usages can be separated out and evaluated piece by piece. Con-
cepts are hardly ever used in exactly the same sense. Hence their
usages can be debated and referred back to the different traditions and
schools from which they emerged, thus allowing an assessment of the
validity of their implications. This would greatly help the discussion
between participating disciplines. Concepts are not just tools. They
raise the underlying issues of instrumentalism, realism, and nominal-
ism, and the possibility of interaction between the analyst and the
object. Precisely because they travel between ordinary words and con-
densed theories, concepts can trigger and facilitate reflection and
debate on all levels of methodology in the humanities.

Travel between Science and Culture

Let me, then, plot the first route of our travel. Work with concepts is by
no means confined to the cultural field. Although the use of concepts
in the natural sciences differs from their use in the humanities, we can
still learn something from their travels in and among the sciences. In
the preface to her book D’une science a 'autre, devoted to the interdisci-
plinary mobility of concepts travelling between the sciences, Isabelle
Stengers helpfully states the purpose of probing travelling concepts.
She announces that her book seeks to explore the ways the sciences
can avoid the Scylla of a false purity and disinterestedness, and the
Charybdis of arbitrariness and loss of interest, both often said to
threaten after the traditional ideals have been unmasked as empty pre-
tensions. As a remedy for the pain of the loss of innocence - and the
loss of neutrality and disinterestedness — her book, she continues,
offers concepts. Not as a glossary, but as theoretical issues, hotly
debated and apt to be misunderstood and to help the sciences along,.
Concepts as issues of debate. In our culture, the sciences are taken
more seriously than the humanities. This deserves some attention, for
that difference may not be engraved in stone.

The sciences are taken seriously in at least one of two distinct senses.
The first is de jure, ‘by right,” or ‘by law”: ‘scientific’ is what obeys the
rules of scientific procedure. Concepts have a key place in the assess-
ment of the ‘lawfulness’ of the sciences. Concepts are legitimate as long
as they avoid the status of ‘mere metaphor” or ideology, and as long as

P




30 Travelling Concepts

they follow the rules of scientificity in terrps of dema'rcation 01:: and
application to an object domain. Here the eplstemology is Jflc')rmatlye.
Mainstream scholarship in the humanities works implicitly with a
consensual endorsement of this normativity. A humanities’ light shed
on this normativity is in order, for this normativity has a problem of
temporal logic. The legalistic normativity proclaims bgforehangi what
is in need of explanation and analysis. In this sense, it embodies the
thetorical figure of proteron hysteron: it is literally pre-posterous, put-
ting first what in fact comes later, in terms of.both temporality :?md cau-
sality. This figure obscures the precise relationship between tlmg and
causality. Thus untangled, the problem can bg reframed p.roduc’ﬂvely
as narratological: its founding figure is analepsis, the narration of yvhgt
comes later, before what comes earlier. As a consequence, causality is
rendered opaque, if not suspended. ' .=
The second way science is taken seriously is de facto, ’1p fact,” or “in
reality”: here, by contrast, ‘scientific’ is what is recognized as sgch
within the social-cultural field of scientific Ppractice. A very practlcgl
example is the institution of peer review for grant applications. In this
conception, the norms of what is acceptable I.nov'e, are unstable, glabo—
rated by the same actors whose status as scientists depends on judg-

ments about what is scientific. Here, again, narratology can clarify the .

issue. The epistemological problem is of9 a diffe}‘ent nar.ratological
logic. It is primarily actantial not temporal.” The primary eplstemolog~
ical problem is the actantial conflation, the .double rol‘e of the social
actors — the practising scientists — as both subject and object of the eval-
uation. Numerous others follow:. .
Scientific communities often try to disavow the fundamental inter-
estedness of all the actors in the outcome of the evaluation by.gwmg
priority to normative epistemology. To d.o thls,'they (must) disavow
the problem that inheres in it by attributing a k'md of at‘enftporal'per-
manence to the criteria, in the guise of universalism. But it is pr.ec1se1y
the rhetoric of universalism, which flies in the face of everythmg we
know about the history of science, that suggests that the de jure argu-
ment is, “in fact,” as the expression goes, a de facto argument. For t.he
interest in disinterestedness becomes blatant in the process, thus shift-

i i ial’ itions in a fixed structure of roles
9 The narratological concept ‘actantial’ refers to positions in a
that can be filled by different ‘actors.’ See my Narratology (1997b: 196.—206)‘ The con-
cept was the structuralist elaboration, by the French linguist A.J. Greimas, of a model
contrived by the Russian folklorist V. Propp in the 1930s (1966).
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ing the debate irresistibly from legitimate to factual truth, from law to
practice, from temporal to actantia] logic. For the second epistemologi-
cal problem - the actantial one, based on the illusion of a universal

ity of concepts makes this particularly obvious, because, above all, the
role of concepts is to focus interest. As Stengers writes, the primary defi-
nition of scientific concepts is to not leave one indifferent, “to implicate
and impose taking a stand’ (11). Once the fiction of neutrality has been
cleared away, judgments still need to be made. The only remaining
domain of analysis that allows us to make judgments on concepts as
keys to scientificity is the social-cultural field of scientific practice.

Stengers, concepts imply an operation that involves the redefining of
categories and meanings in both the phenomenal and social fields. De
facto, concepts organize a group of phenomena, define the relevant
questions to be addressed to them, and determine the meanings that
can be given to observations regarding the phenomena. De jure — 1
would insist on the subordination of the second part of this problem-

is not a matter of truthful representation. Instead, a concept is adequate
to the extent that it produces the effective organization of the phenom-

10 The ambiguity of ‘interest,” here, is purposefully left hanging. Money is often a (side)
issue in the academic dynamic. Not only grants come to mind here, but also the
financial earthquakes of dis- and reattributions of old master paintings, and the less
obvious financial consequences of critical attention paid to a constant litany of artists
who are somewhat arbitrarily included in the canon, along with their anonymous
counterparts.
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ena rather than offering a mere projection qf the i.deas.‘. and presuppos:
tions of its advocates (11). The point Qf dlSCuSSflOﬂ in the practlcg 0
science is, of course, to minimize the risk qf taking the latt((e; ~ projec-
tion — for the former — production. A 'certa.ln de%lree of pre }?mlr}imc'e
of standpoint epistemology is therefore inevitable. : Among 1: tet}clrl erlli
that tend to be applied are, for example, the' requirement t }? GEGn
cept give a sense of providing "au‘.chentlc access to p egoglle??t
(Stengers 11), that the new organization be compelling, and tha
yield new and relevant information. va1ously, all of thes; c?ilefla are?
of a relatively subjective nature, gauging l?y the mterestﬂt a t ercociz-
cept and its yield solicit. Hencci, ‘c}.xey1 SOh(;Eé)it least partly and p
i int-epistemological pos : '
SlOSr}czg}g,’eisS?:jol?cgs a gIc))od part c%f her introducti.on ’fo the n(;)tlﬁn that
‘nomadic’ concepts have the power Qf ’propagatlczn, a wor ds ,162 1¥;§s
to avoid conflating it with its negative elemgnt, Propagﬂ?n fa}. i thai
propagation of a concept that emerges n one f%eld, in an}(: er fie that
changes its meaning and whose meaning it, mn turn, ¢ a;lglg.esl; ;:c; i
tutes the primary feature of a concept, both as asset and lia f11 y,or\l_
risk. It is only through a constant reassessment of the p(z}\:v?to a ;ﬁn_
cept to organize phenomena in a new .and relevgnt way .ahi ; co i
ued productivity can be evaluated. This Feorgamzahonf'mllg : etmVen
more visible in the natural sciences than in the gultgral 1? sh ut, e i,
within a single culture artefact, the reorgam'zatlon of p ednomen ts,
aspects, and elements, such as words or motifs, actors,. an e:ee as,
through a concept brought to bear on that artefact, can be 11}n01\;a Flvr o8
well as conducive to insights relevant beyond the artefact 1ts§ .tigr{ n
the reorganization it facilitates, a concept generates the produc
meﬁ?lfs,gx'/ve reach a point where the naﬁural sciences and the cul’{u.ral
disciplines share a crucial methodologlcal gomicerm, Stepgelljsd(.ef?psiz)r;s
this standard by identifying two meanings of “propagation”: t}11 u o :
which dilutes and ends up neutralizing tl}e phenomena, as in the pt. }lve
agation of heat; and epidemic propagation, where each new partic

becomes an originating agent of a propagation that does not weaken in

11 For a review of various epistemologies, including a critique of standpoint epistemol-
, see Alcoff and Potter (1993). o ' ‘ ot
12 OA%};rse to the currently fashionable romanticizing o'f nomadism, for its trlviflxza o
tion of the plight of homelessness and expatriate existence, I Prefer to use the mg .;;1
phor of “travel,” thereby gaining in voluntariness what I lose in the sense of (mobile)

habitat.
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the process (18). ‘Diffusion’ is the result of an unwarranted and casual
‘application” of concepts. Application, in this case, entails using con-
cepts as labels that neither explain nor specify, but only name. Such
labelling goes on when a concept emerges as fashionable, without the
search for new meaning that ought to accompany its deployment tak-
ing place. I recall vividly the sudden frequency of the word “uncanny,’
for example, and, also, quite upsettingly, a certain abuse of the word
‘trauma.’ ;

I say ‘word” here instead of ‘concept’ because, in these cases, the
(dilution deprives the concept of its conceptualizing force: of its capac-
ity to distinguish and thereby to make understandable in its specificity;
hence, to ‘theorize’ the object, which would thus further knowledge,
insight, and understanding. “Trauma,” for example, is used casually to
refer to all sad experiences, whereas the concept in fact theorizes a
distinctive psychic effect caused by happenings so life-shattering that
the subject assaulted by them is, precisely, unable to process them
gua experience. “Trauma’ as concept, therefore, offers a theory that the
casual use of the word obliterates.'®

‘Propagation,” in the sense of contamination - and despite its nega-
tive connotations and, indeed, the fear that such a metaphor solicits —
keeps the meaning of the concept constant in its precision, so that
instead of diluting, it functions as a strong, well-delimiting searchlight.
These two conceptual metaphors from the sciences, ‘diffusion’ and
‘propagation,” clarify the tangled problem of the application of con-

~ cepts, also for the humanities.

A final defining element of a concept is the foundational capacity
inherent in its discovery. Enabling both a description of and experi-

- mentation with the phenomena, which in turn allow actual interven-

tion, a new concept founds an object consisting of clearly defined

 categories (Stengers 29). In the humanities, the foundational capacity

comes with a new articulation, entailing new emphases and a new
ordering of the phenomena within the complex objects constituting the
cultural field. In a somewhat grandiose interpretation, one could say

that a good concept founds a scientific discipline or field. Thus, to
anticipate the subsequent specialized discussions in this book, one
- might claim that the articulation of the concept of narrativity within

the humanities and the social sciences founded the discipline of narra-

13 For a theoretical discussion of trauma, see van der Hart and van de Kolk in Caruth,
ed. (1995), and van Alphen (1997).
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tology. This is an inter-discipline precisely because it defines an object,
a discursive modality, which is active in many different fields.

Concepts play a crucial part in the traffic between disciplines
because of two consequences of their power to propagate, found, and
define an object domain: they capture, in a conflation of epistemol-
ogy and scientific practice, the scientificity of the methodology they
ground;'* and, moving in the opposite direction, they ‘harden’ the sci-
ence in question by determining and restricting what counts as scien-
tific. This can bring false comfort to those distressed by the kind of
pedagogical situations described in my introduction. For, in such situa-
tions, the work in need of doing was precisely that of unhardening the
concept, of de-naturalizing the self-evidence that each disciplinary
group had unreflectively adopted. Discussions of an interdisciplinary
nature lead neither to an “anything goes’ attitude nor to an undecid-
ability or aporia. Instead, hardening and unhardening alternate and
shift.

If interdisciplinary discussions sometimes become parochial and
fussy, this is not so surprising. Such a situation is best dealt with
through explicit discussion. Each participant is answerable both to his
or her own disciplinary community back home and to the “foreigners’
in the country s/he visits in whose language s/he is not yet fluent.
Even if a participant has already been trained in an interdisciplinary
field, that field will not cover all the ground covered by all the other
fields involved whose members participate in the discussion. This
double answerability is a good — albeit demanding - situation.

At this juncture I wish to insist that the self-protection of the mono-
disciplines is not all negative. As long as self- protection keeps its
boundaries permeable, I would even consider it indispensable, both
for the individual disciplines and for the endeavour of interdisciplinar-
ity. A certain protectiveness is useful against dilution, through which
universal fuzziness threatens to undermine the very means by which
the concept serves analysis. The travels I outline in this book must be
considered in terms of ‘propagation,” not ‘diffusion.” The latter, how-
ever, the more common practice, is often presented under the banner
of multi-disciplinarity. The metaphor of travel can help to clarify the
difference between interdisciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, and to
show why that difference matters.

14 The word ‘capture, if not its meaning, comes from Stengers (30).
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Travel between Disciplines: Looking and Language

Let me now give an example of a situation in which the propagation of
a concept is potentially productive but also potentially diluting. The
example consists of a cluster of neighbouring concepts: ‘gaze,” “focal-
ization,” and ‘iconicity.” These concepts are different but affiliated.
They are often conflated, with disastrous results, or, alternatively,
kept separate, with impoverishing results. The following reportage
describes the travels through which they have gone. In this travel jour-
nal, I will give my view of what happened with these concepts in the
cultural field, and move back and forth between that general develop-
ment and my own intellectual itinerary.

The ‘gaze’ is a key concept in visual studies, one I find it important
to fuss about if fuzziness is to be avoided. It is widely used in fields
whose members participate in cultural studies. Norman Bryson’s
analysis of the life of this concept, first in art history, then in feminist
and gender studies, amply demonstrates why it is worth reflecting
on.”® He rightly insists that feminism has had a decisive impact on
visual studies; film studies would be nowhere near where it is today
without it. In turn, film studies, especially in its extended form, which
includes television and the new media, is a key area in cultural stud-
ies. The itinerary Bryson sketches is largely informed by the central-
ity of the concept of the gaze in all the participating disciplines. If we
realize that film studies, at least in the United States, grew out of

English departments, the time- and space- map becomes decidedly .

interesting. ‘

The concept of the gaze has a variety of backgrounds. It is sometimes
used as an equivalent of the ‘look,” indicating the position of the sub-
ject doing the looking. As such, it points to a position, real or repre-
sented. It is also used in distinction from the ‘look,” as a fixed and
fixating, colonizing, mode of looking — a look that objectifies, appropri-
ates, disempowers, and even, possibly, violates. In its Lacanian sense
(Silverman 1996), it is most certainly very different from - if not
opposed to — its more common usage as the equivalent of the ‘look’ or

15 See Bryson's introduction to Looking In: The Art of Viewing. This text, in fact, was one
of the reasons I became more acutely aware of the importance of concepts. Some of
the thoughts in the present chapter are developments of my remarks in the After-
word of that volume. Silverman (1996) offers an excellent, indeed, indispensable, dis-
cussion of the ‘gaze’ in Lacanian theory.
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a specific version of it.'"® The Lacanian ‘gaze’ is, most succinctly, the
visual order (equivalent to the symbolic order, or the visual part of that
order) in which the subject is ‘caught.” In this sense it is an indispens-
able concept through which to understand all cultural domains,
including text-based ones.’” The ‘gaze’ is the world looking (back) at
the subject.

In its more common use — perhaps between word and concept - the
‘gaze’ is the ‘look” that the subject casts on other people and other
things. Feminism initiated the scrutiny of the gaze’s objectifying thrust,
especially in film studies, where the specific Lacanian sense remains
important. Cultural critics, including anthropologists, have recently
been interested in the use of photography in historical and ethno-
graphic research. More broadly, the meaning-producing effects of
images, including textual-rhetorical ones, have been recognized. In this
type of analysis, the ‘gaze’ is also obviously central.’® The objectifica-
tion and the disempowering exotization of ‘others’ further flesh out
the issues of power inequity that the concept helps lay bare. Indeed,
the affiliated concepts of the other and alterity have been scrutinized
for their own collusion with the imperialist forces that ‘hold’ the ‘gaze’
in this photographic and cinematic material. Enabling the analysis of
non-canonical objects, such as snapshots, the concept is also helpful in
allowing the boundaries between elite and larger culture to be over-
come. Between all these usages, an examination of the concept itself is
appropriate. Not to police it, or to prescribe a purified use for it, but to
gauge its possibilities, and to either delimit or link the objects on which
it has been brought to bear.

So far, in its development in the academic community, the concept of
the gaze has demonstrated its flexibility and inclination to social criti-
cism. But, for the issue of interdisciplinary methodology, it also has a
more hands-on kind of relevance. For it has an affiliation with -
although is not identical to — the concept of focalization in narrative
theory. This is where my own involvement came in. In my early work,
I struggled to adjust that concept. In fact, in narrative theory, the con-
cept of focalization, although clearly visual in background, has been

16 See Bryson (1983) for a distinction between the ‘gaze’ and the ‘glance’ as two versions
of the ‘look.” For slight amendments, see Bal (1991a).

17 Ernst van Alphen’s analysis of Charlotte Delbo’s writings is suggestively titled
‘Caught by Images’ (2002).

18 See, for example, Hirsch (1997, 1999).
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deployed to overcome visual strictures and the subsequent metaphori-
cal floundering of concepts such as ‘perspective’ and “point of view.’

It is precisely because the concept of focalization is not identical to
that of the “gaze’ or the ‘look’ (although it has some unclear yet persis-
tent affiliation with both these visual concepts) that it can help to clar-
ify a vexed issue in the relationship between looking and language,
between art history and literary studies. The common question for all
three of these concepts is what the look of a represented (narrated or
depicted) figure does to the imagination of the reader or to the look of
the viewer. Let me briefly outline what is at stake here, as an example

~ of the gain in precision and reach that concepts can offer through, not

in spite of, their travel, on condition that multidisciplinary ‘diffusing’
yields to interdisciplinary ‘propagation.’””

‘Focalization” was the object of my first academic passion when, in
the 1970s, I became a narratologist. Retrospectively, my interest in
developing a more workable concept to replace what literary scholars
call “perspective’ or “point of view’ was rooted in a sense of the cultural
importance of vision, even in the most language-based of arts. But
vision must not be understood exclusively in the technical- isual
sense. In the slightly metaphorical but indispensable sense of imagi-
nary — akin but not identical to imagination — vision tends to involve
both actual looking and interpreting, including in literary reading.
And, while this is a reason to recommend the verb ‘reading’ for the
analysis of visual images, it is also a reason not to cast the visual out
of the concept of focalization. The danger of dilution here must be
carefully balanced against the impoverishment caused by an excess of
conceptual essentialism.

The term “focalization” also helped in overcoming the limitations of
the linguistically inspired tools inherited from structuralism. These
were based on the structure of the sentence and failed to help me
account for what happens between characters in narrative, figures in
image, and the readers of both. The great emphasis on conveyable and
generalizable content in structuralist semantics hampered my attempts
to understand how such contents were conveyed — to what effects and
ends — through what can be termed ‘subjectivity networks.”® The
hypothesis that says readers envision, that is, create, images from tex-

19 To my embarrassment, I must fall back on my own academic history for this case.
20 For an elaboration of subjectivity networks, I must refer to my book On Story-Telling
(1991b).
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tual stimuli cuts right through semantic t.heory, grammat, and ;hetz:(;::
to foreground the presence and crucial importance of mzla.ges in 2 ad-
ing.?! At one point, when I managed t.o'solive a.long—stanf ang.p;o e
of biblical philology ‘simply’ by envisioning, mstead oh ecip eWig
the text, T savoured the great pleasure and exc1tem§nt.t at 1c‘lome with
‘discovery.? Let me call the provisio?al rle.zsult, of this first phase o

_in-use dynamic ‘the gaze-as-focalizer. o ’
Cogiip;e]in:d ph}:;e goes in the opposite dlirection. Ta1,<e Rtimbre;?cigl
for example. The name stands for a ?ext - Rembra?ndt as the cunuive
ensemble of images, dis- and re—attrlbuted. according to artlhexpalsnd
or purifying cultural mood — and for the dlscoursgs about 1 1e ;ea}Rim_
imaginary figure indicated by the name. The images tc‘a e]o Rem
brandt’ are notoriously disinterested in 11ngar perspec 1ve1 t\; o
highly narrative. Moreover, many of.these images ;re re}Z1 e > it
issues relevant for a gender perspectwe - s.uch as t ; ﬁu e,men o
related to rape, and myth-based hlstor.y palrlltmgsj. in whic woSes o
being framed. For these reasons combined, fo'cah,zatlon impo .
as an operative concept. In contrast, ’Perspfectlve can ont%r1 sFe g
ter. But, while narrativity may be medmm-lr.\depgndent, ’fe rlaizatmn ;
a specific concept from narrative theory —in this cafe, oc? zatic t,o
which is mostly deployed in the apalys1s oflverbadna:ra.tw i
visual texts requires the probing c;}f1 its rEalir}a;isl é);(\) : Z%C ivity,

i r ‘propagation’ versus the risk o h .
po"}(;r;:?)lri)?oin% isp aigl the more important b.eca,u-se of the c}ou’pkfel arzl;;
guity that threatens here. Firstly, ’focahz'atlon isa nall;rattwe 1Cr11me0c,E on
of imagining, interpreting, and pe.rcePtlo,n that can, u ,rf]z L b,e e
visual ‘imaging.” To conflate “focalization’ with the ga?e beriert
return to square one, thus undoing the wprk of differentia d10 i
two different modes of semiotic expression. Se?condly, alnt. comi:ee thgr;
the projection of narrativity on Yisual images is an an.at1 ytic r?o et
has great potential but is also highly specific. TF) put ; 51;nf}éc§;.l N
images are narrative, any more than all narrative acts oh So—
are visual. Yet narratives and images have envisioning as t ;311‘ c e
form of reception. The differences and the common elemen

equally important.

21 A key text remains WJ.T. Mitchell’s opening chapter ‘What Is an Ima(%;'.;’g i)n Iconology
‘envision’ vields a tentative concept in Schwenger :
(1985). The word ‘envision’ yie e raton] 15860)
i ned several times in my work on the Boo g .
g ikgziiafglist refer the reader here to the discussion inmy book on the subject (1991a,

ch. 4).
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In my own work, the examination of the concept of focalization for
use in the analysis of visual images was all the more urgent because
the new area of visual imagery appears to carry traces of the same
word by which the concept is known. This was a moment of truth: is
focalization in narratology ‘only a metaphor’ borrowed from the
visual? If so, does its deployment in visual analysis fall back on its lit-
eral meaning? If the latter is the case, the travel involved has failed to
enrich the traveller.

Again, to make a long story short, the concept of focalization helps
to articulate the look precisely through its movement. After travelling,
first from the visual domain to narratology, then to the more specific
analysis of visual images, focalization, having arrived at its new desti-
nation, visual analysis, has received a meaning that overlaps neither
with the old visual one - focusing with a lens - nor with the new narra-
tological one - the cluster of perception and interpretation that guides
the attention through the narrative. It now indicates neither a location
of the gaze on the picture plane, nor a subject of it, such as either the
figure or the viewer. Instead, what becomes visible is the movement
of the look. In that movement, the look encounters the limitations
imposed by the gaze, the visual order. For the gaze dictates the limits
of the figures’ respective positions as holder of the objectifying and
colonizing look, and disempowered object of that look. The tension
between the focalizer’s movement and these limitations is the true
object of analysis. For it is here that structural, formal aspects of the
object become meaningful, dynamic, and culturally operative: through

the time-bound, changing effect of the culture that frames them.

This is an instance of a concept travelling from one discipline to
another and back again. The itinerary is to be termed inter-disciplinary
in this specific sense. To call it ‘transdisciplinary’ would be to presup-
pose its immutable rigidity, a travelling without changing; to call it
‘multidisciplinary’ would be to subject the fields of the two disciplines
to a common analytic tool. Neither option is viable. Instead, a negotia-
tion, a transformation, a reassessment is needed at each stage. Thanks
to its narratological background, the concept of focalization imported a
mobility into the visual domain that usefully and productively com-
plemented the potential to structure envisioning that had been carried

over from visual to narrative in the first phase.?

24 I did not even have to fall back on such notoriously fuzzy and deceptive concepts as

implied viewet, to be coined by analogy to an implied author that is tenaciously prob-
lematic.
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Travel between Concept and Object

All this sounds awfully abstract. In fact, this work on the twin F:oncepts
of gaze and focalization is entirely mdebtecfl to concre;te §tud1e§ that I
and others have performed on specific ob}ec’Fs, studies in which the
concepts travelled between theory and the ob]ect-on Whlch they were
set loose. To flesh it out a bit more, without going into the kind of
detailed concreteness the following chapters offer, let me point out one
particular element of the concept of focalization’s travel that will help
us to grasp it better. It is its ‘time-travel,” its voyage thr.oggh a n;)ln-
linear history, which is part and parcel of.conceptual mgblhty. In ot er
words, the concept’s history as I have lived through it at an earlier
stage of my academic life. One reason why the -mc-)blhty qf concepts
their travelling through space; time, and d1sc1p1.m.es - is important
relates to the usefulness of understanding the affiliations, legacies, and
partial recalls that play a part in their development and deplpyment. I
have suggested this already through the example of hybr1§1ty. When
developing the concept of focalization, but alsq ata l'ater point in time,
when studying issues around the gaze, a relatlc.>nsh1p.w1th l}ngulstlcs
became necessary. Literary studies cannot do Wl‘Fhout it. For it is a fea-
ture of the object of literary studies to be'11n.gulst1c. )
At some point in time, linguistic inspiration came to me from a ig-
ure marginal to the structuralist movement who never openly d1§—
cussed visuality: Emile Benveniste. Despite 1'f1ter develop/rnents in
linguistics that made some of his early formulatl'o.ns appear ob.solete,
the importance of Benveniste’s work in the specific case of sggtm.g ?ut
the partial overlap between concepts must be acknowledged. His }11n-
guistic theory lends itself to interdisc1p11.na1jy crossover in ways t a’;
inform the creation of new concepts and 1n§1ght's. In'my discussion o
the gaze and focalization here, Benveniste-inspired insights complete
the rich, powerful, analytic potential of the two concepts. A Del
Compared to Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, Fou;aul?, Derrida, an eleuze,
to evoke a sequence of wise men, Benvemstells probably the least r.ec-
ognized of those French ‘masters of thought” who had such a lasting
impact on the humanities during the last quarter of the twentieth cen-

25 [ put ‘obsolete’ in relativizing quotation marks because it is an extremely prob.lematic
notion. Relying on fashion and the judgment of ‘old-fashioned,” the notion fails to
account for what remains vital of a complex idea, some but not all of which has

proved untenable.
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tury. Acknowledging this influence is a matter of intellectual force and
consistency. His work is crucial not only to understanding what Lacan
did with Freud’s legacy, to appreciating Derrida’s deconstruction of
logocentrism (the content bias), and to seeing the point of Foucault’s
definitions of episteme and power/ knowledge.?® His work is also key
to understanding developments in analytical philosophy as they have
filtered through into the study of literature and the arts in the concept
of performance. Anticipating chapter 5, I will briefly outline how the
popular concept of performativity and the more idiosyncratic concept
of focalization come together in a further specification of the gaze/look
combination.

As is well known, reference — both a verb and a noun - is secondary
to deixis, the ‘I-you’ interaction that constitutes a referential merry-go-
round.?” Yet, it has not been one of Benveniste’s concepts that has had
the decisive influence. Rather, it is one of his basic ideas: the idea that
subjectivity, produced through the exchange between the ‘I’ and the
‘you,” not ‘reference,” is the essence of language. I will continue with
the example of the previous section and draw on the debate around
focalization, in which I, too, have been engaged. I invoke this debate
here to demonstrate the implications of the primacy of the T'/‘you’
interaction for theorizing through concepts. In the case of the concept
of focalization, I have proposed a way of reconfiguring it that I see, ret-
rospectively, as based on the Benvenistian idea, and that deviates from
the use Gérard Genette put it to in 1972 (Eng. 1980).

Focalization is the relation between the subject and object of per-
ception. The importance of the concept for me was that in it I found a
tool to connect content - visual and narrative, such as images in move-
ment — with communication. It enabled me to account for the subject-
constituting element in discourse to which Benveniste’s language the-
ory had pointed me. It is a mistake to assume that the concept of focal-
ization as I have advocated it can be seen as an amalgam of Genette’s
use and mine, as is often done in literary studies; they are in fact
utterly incompatible.

26 For this concept, which underlies my interest in intersubjectivity beyond a formalist
methodology a la Popper, see Spivak’s chapter ‘More on Power/ Knowledge’ in Out-
side in the Teaching Machine.

27 Benveniste's writing is utterly clear and illuminating. It has been collected in English
in Benveniste (1971). Kaja Silverman is one of the few scholars who has taken Ben-
veniste’s legacy seriously. See her Subject of Semiotics (1983) and my review of it,
reprinted in On Meaning-Making (1994a).
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I did not know this myself when I first wrote about it. .It was when
writing a critical assessment of their differences and their re§pecF1ve
methodological and political frames that I uno}erstood for the first time
the formidable implications of what my se(?mlr}gly slight amendments
had entailed. They appear to be just fussmg in the margmgf fabout a
term, a piece of jargon. But the tiny (m the formal sense) cg elren'cesi
were related to such issues as the blmfi acceptance of ideologica
power structures versus the critical analysis qf them.. There has beenFan
ongoing'dispute about this since then, on wh1c¥1 Twill b’e brief here}:{ . or
Genette, a narrative can be unfocalizefi, thus neut'rall. For me, t. 11 is
not possible, and pretending that it is only Ir}ystlfles the ;}?Vlta e
ideological thrust of the text. It seems wort.h nptmg that this di er?:;?,
even within a single literary text, already 1r’1d1Fates a f'umdamenta(11 if-
ference of disciplinarity between Genette’s literary interest and my

i in cultural analysis. .
OWVr\}}lj;f rf‘cStcl;rrfe to distinguishmg between t.he possible focahzerasl
responsible for the description of Philéas Fogg mn Jules V?rr}e s A;ounl—
the World in Eighty Days, the difference between C?enettte/s Zero octzat
ization” and my insistence on the ’sgb]ect of .focahza’.clon t;}‘ni ou o_
relate to the possibility of overcoming the f1r1}n subject/ ok 1].ec Zp%?
sition. This difference laid bare the obhterg‘ugn and facilitate t ei
insertion of political issues, such as class, Wlthm form:fﬂ or struc utrad
analysis. Perhaps most important, my version of.focahzdagon ;{ea st_
the possibility of analysing, rather th.an paraphrasmg an rlcl)a yc ¢
egorizing, a fext.8 It seems to be a trifle, .fussmg over a smad passag t
But, in fact, this insight was entirely contingent upon the e;: orske\meg_
of the performative notion of mean'ing productlon in and throug s1t1h
jectivity, which Benveniste had initiated, without ever fussmtg ovei thz
concept of performativity. It decided not only the mterpre;coa tonlo o
concept of focalization that T would go on to elaborate, but also
importance within that concept of what Thave come to see as fm:nzlng:

Framing will be discussed, and its Pro,ductlwty Flgmonfst;a ed, 1ri
chapter 4. The point here is that Benveniste’s unfiermmmg 0 ; Epnord
ity of reference in favour of deixis.l.mas. 1mphcat10ns that re:lc eyon ,
the limits of his own chosen discipline, into the wider domains o

i inci i he difference between literary
is latter difference, incidentally, also defines t .
» Z:S 1:ise;nd typology, perhaps a useful analogue to the dxff?rer\ce betwgen cultural
anal};sis and cultural studies. Genette replied to my suggestions (1983) in a manner
that I found extremely unhelpful. For this discussion, see Bal (1991b).
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social interaction and cultural practice, the various fields to which the
humanities are devoted. If the distribution of subject positions between
the (linguistic) first and second person constitutes the basis of meaning
production as I and many others believe to be the case, there is no lin-
guistic support for any form of inequity, suppression, or predominance
of any one category of subjects in representation.

Undermining the subject/object opposition promoted by reference,
Benveniste, in the same sweep, undermines individual authority, as
well as its many models in cultural texts. To examine the inequities and
authorities -that undeniably structure these texts, the basis of those
positions and that distribution is to be sought neither in meaning as
the product of reference nor in authorial intention. Instead, meaning is
produced by the pressures of the ‘I’ and the “you,” who keep changing
places with regard to the meanings that are liable to emerge. These
pressures, far from emanating from the subjects whose linguistic posi-
tion posits them as, precisely, void of meaning, outside of the situation of
communication, instead come to them, fill them with meaning. This
filling comes to them from the outside, from the cultural frame the
pressure of which enables them to interact in the first place.

The close affiliation that remains between focalization and the gaze
is thus relevant because, and not in spite, of the latter’s ambiguity — the
difference, that is, between the Lacanian gaze and the more ordinary
use, synonymous with the Lacanian look. The concept of the gaze
helps to assess the ideological charge of a subject-position such as the
focalizer. In Verne’s novel, Passepartout, bearer of the look, is the focal-
izer. He is the servant, and he is impressed by Philéas Fogg, his master,
because he cannot withdraw from the pressure of social structure, the
gaze; the description renders precisely that. Thus, the concept helps to
understand how structure — Philéas” subject position — betrays ideol-
ogy - class confinement — without making the subject individually
responsible for it.

This is also the way the gaze-as-look and the Lacanian gaze as the
visual side of the cultural, symbolic order can come together. If the
Lacanian gaze produces the frame that makes meaning production
possible, the unstable holder of the look, the focalizer who is now ‘I,
then ‘you,” must negotiate his or her position within its confines. The
subject of semiosis thus lives in a dynamic situation that is neither

totally subordinated to the gaze, as a somewhat paranoid interpreta-

tion of Lacan would have it, nor free to dictate meaning as the master
of reference, which the subject has often been construed to be. This



44 Travelling Concepts

brings me to a final aspect of the travel of concepts in relatio:n. to
objects, namely their constant commute between t1'1_eor.y and ar}alys1.s.
Throughout my work on the concepts of focah'zatlon, subjectivity,
and the gaze, I came to realize, first, that analysis can never be the
application of a theoretical apparatus, as I had been tramfed to ass'urrﬁe.
Theory is as mobile, subject to change, and' embedded in hl.stoncaby
and culturally diverse contexts as the objects on which it cand ;
brought to bear. This is why theory — any speqﬁc theory surrounde
by the protective belt of non-doubt and, hen-ce, glv?n dogmatlc statgs -
is in itself unfit to serve as a methodological guideline in analytical
practice. Yet, and second, theory is also indispensable. Thlrd, however,
it never operates alone; it is not “loose.” The key questlon that makes
the case for cultural analysis, then, is the .followmg:. are the'ory and
close analysis not the only testing grounds in a practice that mvc_)lyes
both methodology and relevance? My contention 1s thé.lt in practising
detailed analysis from a theoretical'perspectwe, one is led to rl?s1st
sweeping statements and pe]agrtisansmp as well as reductive classifica-
i ake of alleged objectivity.
tlozz\fgfc{ci};legsthese fatal ;slls, w}]ﬁch cling to bf)th cultural studies and tra-
ditional disciplines alike, a close analys1§, mformeo} but not overrulid
by theory, in which concepts are the primary tgstmg ground, wor1 ;
against confusing methodological tradition Wlth dogma. It W}?u
appear that to challenge concepts that seem either obv1c‘>us1.y right 01;
too dubious to keep using as they are, in order to revise mstefad 0
reject them, is a most responsible activity for theorists. Interestmlg%)y
concepts that don’t seem to budge under the challenge may wel E
more problematical than those that do..Some con'cepts are so Emlm
taken for granted and have such genera.hz.ed meanmg‘that they a11 to
be helpful in actual analytic practice. This is where the issue of analysis
n.
CO?;: 1three priorities of methodology imp.lieo} s0 far — cultural pro-
cesses over objects, intersubjectivity over objectivity, and concepts Oveﬁ
theories — come together in the practice of Wha}t I have prqposed tp c;
‘cultural analysis.” As a professional theorist, it is my behet: that in t 1e
field entailing the study of culture, ‘theory can be meanmgful only
when it is deployed in close interaction with the (?b]ects of study tg
which it pertains, that is, when the objects are cor-\smlered .and treated
as ‘second persons.” It is here the methodqlogm}al issues ra1§ed aroun
concepts can be arbitrated on a basis that‘ is neither c’iogmatlc noi.fzee-
floating. Concepts tested in close, detailed analysis can establish a
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much-needed intersubjectivity, not only between the analyst and the
audience but also between the analyst and the ‘object.” It is in order to
drive this point home that I suggest reconfiguring and reconceiving
‘cultural studies” as ‘cultural analysis.’
What does analysis have to do with it, and how does - here, linguistic
- theory come into it? Any academic practice lives by constraints yet
‘also needs freedom to be innovative. Negotiating the two is delicate.
The rule I have adhered to, that I hold my students to, and thathas been
the most prodyctive constraint I have experienced in my own practice,
is to never just theorize but always to allow the object ‘to speak back.”
Making sweeping statements about objects, or citing them as examples,
renders them dumb. Detailed analysis — where no quotation can serve
as an illustration but where it will always be scrutinized in depth and
detail, with a suspension of certainties - resists reduction. Even though,
obviously, objects cannot speak, they can be treated with enough
respect for their irreducible complexity and unyielding muteness - but
not mystery — to allow them to check the thrust of an interpretation, and
to divert and complicate it. This holds for objects of culture in the broad-
est sense, not just for objects that we call art. Thus, the objects we anal-
yse enrich both interpretation and theory. This is how theory can
change from a rigid master discourse into a live cultural object in its
own right.” This is how we can learn from the objects that constitute
our area of study. And this is why I consider them subjects.*

The logical consequence of this combined commitment — to theoreti-
cal perspective and concepts on the one hand and to close reading on
the other —is a continuous changing of the concepts. This is yet another
way in which they travel: not just between disciplines, places, and
times, but also within their own conceptualization. Here, they travel,

29 This is, by now, a well-known consequence of the deconstructionist questioning of
artistic ‘essence.” It is by no means generally accepted, however, as George Steiner
demonstrates. See Korsten (1998) for a critical analysis of Steiner’s position. On the
status of theory as cultural text, see Culler (1994).

30 AsIhave written many times — perhaps most explicitly in the Introduction to Reading
‘Rembrandt’ — the maker of an object cannot speak for it. The author’s intentions, if
accessible at all, do not offer direct access to meaning. In the light of what we know
about the unconscious, even an alert, intellectual, and loquacious artist cannot fully
know her own intentions. But nor can the maker or the analyst who claims to speak
for the maker speak for the object in another sense, the sense closer to the anthropo-
logical tradition. The object is the subject’s ‘other” and its otherness is irreducible. Of
course, in this sense the analyst can never adequately represent the object either: she
can neither speak about it nor speak for it. See ch. 7 for an elaboration of this position.
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ity invariably shows up in inquiries on the contributions of the visual
domain to the literary, which appears to be its systemic counterpoint. To
be sure, there are well-known cases of iconicity in onomatopoeia, in
visual poetry such as Apollinaire’s, and in novels where a blank page
hides either a crime (Robbe-Grillet's e voyeur) or an immeasurable

concept is of little help when it comes to accounting for the invasion, by
one sense or medium — vision, for example - of the realm of another,
such as language. The thrust of semiotics is precisely to offer a media-

their critical potential. If lconicity equals the visual, and symbolicity
equals the literary, there is absolutely nothing to be gained from such
translations.*

By contrast, I am interested in eXxamining to what extent and in what
ways the senses’ encounter with the concepts can take place at the
crossroad between the media — here, language - and in assessing the
importance of the other medium qua other. This is where the example
of Proust, many theorists’ favourite, comes in. Proust’s text is almost

‘takes,” as well as with reflections on what it means to look. Moreover,
while it is one of the Western world’s literary masterpieces, I would
argue that this work deploys insights from popular culture to elaborate
its poetics. Last but not least, with its intricate play with focalization, it

~ invokes vision ‘on the street,” while talking about visual art in annoy-

ingly elitist and non-visual terms.

Of all these misunderstandings, the conflation of iconicity with visy-
ality is perhaps the most damaging. The famous passage where Peirce
defines the three categories of signs according to their ground — close
but not identical to, because broader and less rigid than, code — has
suffered, like various canonical examples of literary theory, from over-
citing and under-reading. Yet it deserves to be quoted to remind us
that there is no special affiliation between iconicity and visuality:

An icon is a sign which would possess the character which renders it sig-
nificant, even though its object had no existence; such as a lead pencil

33 In ch. 2, translation will be deployed otherwise.
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streak as representing a geometrical line. An index .is a Sjiglll whic.h would,
at once, lose the character which makes it a sign 1f its ‘ob]ect were
removed, but would not lose that character if there werc.s n.o 1nter}?retant.
Such, for instance, is a piece of mould with a bullet-hole in it as a sign 9f a
shot; for without the shot there would have been no hole; but there is a
hole there, whether anybody has the sense to attributﬁ.e ittoa sho’f or r.10t.
A symbol is a sign which would lose the character which renders 1.t a sign
if there were no interpretant. Such is any utterance of speech which sig-
nifies what it does only by virtue of its being understood to have that
signification.®*
In the case of the icon, it is the sign itself that p.ossesses its groungl, and
far from leading to the kind of realism,that. informs the equation of
icon with image, the definition, based as it 1§ on resemblance, stipu-
lates that the object — the signified or the meaning rathgr thag the refer-
ent — does not need to be anything at all ("even though its object had no
exg\;}ell;‘f edlfines the ‘streak’ as an icon is the fact tha.t we give .it a di.ffer-
ent name: a line. To give another example: .the signature is an icon
because it is self-enclosed; it owes its ontological status to no,thmg but
itself. It is an effective sign because it enables one to lzfz, as Ec? S fgmous
definition has it (1976: 10). It is an example of the md.ex (“a piece of
mould with a bullet-hole in it as a sign of a shot; for without the' shot
there would have been no hole’) that malfes 1a.wyers pore over a s1gn1:11-
ture with a magnifying glass to assess its Ylsual. rese.m.ble.mce to tde
‘authentic’ signature, the guarantee of the §x1stent1§1 origin in Fhe body
of the person it signifies. According to Peirce, no interpretant is neces;I;
sary for the sign to exist (although one is necessary for the sign to wor
- Ias ?;:%rrll)i;:ity bound up with resemblance, analogy, con'formity?.Pelr;te
doesn’t say. But it is a sign that possesses a quality of its meaning. 1n
the case of a visual meaning, this can lead to r‘esembliance if, anﬁl (l)n ly
if, that quality is predominantly Visgal, even if the sign as alx/\}/1 ole }:S
not.?® The example Peirce gives is neither more nor less visual than }tl e
example of the index. But, without the existence of the object, one has

et . 010 5o g b,

34 Peirce, in Innis (1984: 9-10; emphasis in tex . ‘ ‘ .

35 See Eco’s relevant critique of the motivated signs — icon and. 1n4ex - (1976), which
defines resemblance more on the basis of ontology than I think is warranted for

Peirce.
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no other standard than a presumed resemblance — one which is neither
ontological nor total, and which does not overrule difference.

The important element in the definition of the icon is primarily its
negativity, for it suspends the ontology of the object. The “icon’ is con-
structed or conceived by the reader, the decipherer of signs that we all
are in our capacity as homo semioticus. In other words, what makes the
notion of iconicity important for reading is not the fact that it leads to
some pre-established, ‘real’ model, but that it produces fiction. It does
so by both subjectivizing — a la Benveniste — and culturally framing — &
la cultural studies - the object iconically signified. We would be unable
to make the ‘streak’ signify anything if we didn’t live in a cultural envi-
ronment where geometry and handwriting circulate and are based on

Hence, the second important feature of the icon thus conceived is
that it can only emerge from an underlying symbolicity. It is as a trace
that the pencil leaves the ‘streak’ behind when it is guided by the
hand that projects it. The overlap of the categories is inherent in their
definitions. It is in this sense that Peirce’s basic concepts can be useful
to an analysis of literary visuality - of visual poetics — but only if it is
reinterpreted through Benveniste’s subjectivization of discourse.

Let me now draw a provisional conclusion, one that affects the sta-
tus of concepts in cultural analysis. I contend that thinking about
visual poetics fares better if it avoids taking definition and delimitation
as its starting point. But, to avoid alienating practitioners of the various
disciplines of the humanities, let me add that such a poetics works best
if its primary starting point — but not outcome — remains the undeni-
able boundary that separates visual from linguistic utterances. The
attempts to produce inter-media texts prove it, and the existence of
essentially mixed-media texts such as cinema and video in no way con-
tradicts this. Moreover, although one cannot deny the visual aspect of
textuality in general - the visual act of reading — textuality still cannot
be grasped at a glance. Nor is the glance self-evident as a way of appre-
hending the image.

The look remains the basis for the distinction between primarily spa-
tial and primarily temporal objects, even though neither dimension
can exist without the other. The difference, however, is not an ontologi-
cal one. It is meaningful to activate the look only in the use of objects.
Unread, a novel remains a mute object; unread, an image remains an

36 For a theorizing account of this aspect of iconicity, see Neef (2000).
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equally mute object. Both need time and subjectivity to become semiot-
ically active. Hence, the question of the visual within the literary — of a
visual poetics — is best not answered by definition and delimitation,
by a mode of classification that turns difference into opposition and
family resemblance into hierarchical polarization. The question is not if
literary texts can have a visual dimension, but how the visual writes
itself, and how a literary writer can deploy visuality in his artistic
project. An analysis that invokes semiotic concepts not to define but to
overcome stultifying definitions, and that follows the intertwinements
of the three modes of meaning-making that are never ‘pure,” can con-
tribute to a richer understanding of a poetics that is irreducible to a lin-
guistic structure, even if it is, also, irreducibly linguistic.

Travel within the Classroom

In accordance with the above, then, I will refrain from defining my
three travelling concepts, and leave it to each reader to see what she
can do with the gaze, focalization, and iconicity, separately or to-
gether. Let me stop at this point, to look back a little. How would I
now set up a class or a seminar session devoted to the question cen-
tral to this chapter: what is a concept, and what can it do? Hesitating,
as I do, to give the impression that this rough guide is meant to be
prescriptive rather than descriptive, or suggestive of a teaching prac-
tice, let me nevertheless take the risk by ending this chapter with a
suggestion for teaching. The status of this suggestion, I insist, is to
open up rather than to close off what might be a class. Let’s say the
first part of this session would consist of the discussion presented so
far. The bulk of the discussion would centre on the three affiliated, yet
different, concepts located on the border of the territory of the visual.
The considerations that came first in this chapter would be brought in
as the need arises.

The second half of the session would consist of stepping back and
considering what concepts are and do, much as a class about a particu-
lar theory would end by thinking about theory in general. I would
start, then, with a confrontation. After travelling the path sketched
above, the concept cluster consisting of visuality, image, the gaze,
focalization, and iconicity would be held up against the introductory
chapter of Deleuze and Guattari’s What Is Philosophy? From that text I
would draw the following ‘beginnings,” or suggestions, for how to
think concepts.
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Concepts are

- signed and dated (hence, have a history)

- words (archaisms, neologisms, shot through with almost crazy
etymological exercises, sketching a philosophical ‘taste’)

- syntactic (of a language within a language)

- constantly changing

- not given but created.

These features would be linked to the issues of visuality already dis-
cussed.

Returning to Deleuze and Guattari’s suggestions, a second round of
confrontation would then seem to be called for. Here, the general ques-
tions would serve less to characterize the concepts than to reassess
what we have been doing to and with them. There are no simple
concepts, Deleuze and Guattari say. This explains the multiplicity of
their aspects and possible uses. The point of these aspects and uses
continues to be to articulate, cut, and crosscut an understanding of an
object qua cultural process. In this sense, a concept-in-use is like first-/
second-person exchange. At the same time, concepts are connected to
problems; otherwise they are meaningless. Using concepts just to char-
acterize or label an object means falling back into a practice of typology
whose point is limited as well as limiting.

Meanwhile, the concepts used here, like all others, are always in a
process of becoming, a process that involves developing relations with
other concepts situated on the same plane (this might be an opportu-
nity to explain the structuralist tenet about the homogeneity of
planes).?” Every concept relates back to other concepts, hence, the dis-
cussion of visuality ends up in a cluster of concepts. Yet its components
are inseparable within the concept itself. As a result, a concept can be
seen as a point of coincidence, a condensation, an accumulation of
its own components. Hence, a concept is both absolute (ontologically)
and relative (pedagogically). And, while it is syntactic, according to
Deleuze and Guattari, a concept is not discursive, for it does not link
propositions together (22). This may be precisely why concepts main-
tain the flexibility that a full-fledged theory, discursively elaborated,

37 Jonathan Culler’s book on Saussure (1986) is one of the finest examples of explaining
structuralism through a concrete case study, in this case Saussure’s theory of lan-

guage.




52 Travelling Concepts

must lose. To understand, then, what our itinerary has consisted of, I
would invoke the philosophers’ statement that concepts are centres of
vibrations, each in itself and every one in relation to all the others (23);
concepts resonate rather than cohere.

By the end of the session, though, the general exhilaration about the
openness of academic activity might be in need of some remedial cau-
tion. Again, Deleuze and Guattari’s text is helpful. In a shorthand for-
mulation whose usefulness parallels its common-sense recognizability,
the authors characterize disciplinary tendencies when they write that
from discourse, or sentences, philosophy extracts concepts, science
extracts prospects, and art extracts percepts and affects. As the title of their
book already intimated, this attributes to philosophy the task and priv-
ilege of devising and designing concepts. Indeed, Deleuze and
Guattari begin (2) by stating that ‘[p]hilosophy is the art of forming,
inventing, and fabricating concepts.’

The idiom in which their characterization of the three disciplinary
domains is couched may be a bit problematic, because of the positivis-
tic connotations of ‘extracting” and the rather rigid division of labour
involved. But the point is that specialization is implicitly presented as
collaboration. And this collaborative element prevents specialization
from being foreclosed, which it so often is. I would, therefore, consider
this formulation of ‘what is philosophy” to hold for the humanities as a
whole. What is here described as ‘science” could also be seen as a long-
term motivation for academic work. And ‘art’ can be reconfigured as
‘practice.” From this rewriting of their suggestive sentence, an attrac-
tive program for the humanities emerges. It is with such a program in
mind that I end this chapter, with a survey of the theoretical implica-
tions of each of the concepts discussed in this book. The chapters grope
towards sketching a totally partial and personal - but at least concrete —
version of such a program. .

Deleuze and Guattari reveal a fondness for metaphors, whose ‘imag-
ing’ potential they continuously exploit. For the purposes of this book,
which aims to present teaching as creative, this fondness is attractive. I
will exploit it as fully as I can, mainly by putting a strong emphasis on
metaphor and image on as many levels as possible. After discussing
the concept of metaphor itself in terms of image in chapter 2, I practise
it — by establishing a metaphorical relationship between cultural prac-
tise and theory/analysis in chapter 3, a relationship which, in turn, is
reversed in chapter 4. Then, in chapter 5, I practise metaphor by un-
tangling two affiliated and often confused concepts — ‘performativity’
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and ‘performance’ — only to wilfully confuse them again, in an inte-
grative conception of metaphor. With this I am referring to metaphor
as integrative, as producing a roadmap or rhizome, a landscape or
stage, unlike the monistic conception that considers the figure as a
vehicle only. A conception of metaphor as image that, as the second
chapter argues, can stand for a conception of language, translation,
and history. '

The productive potential of concepts as imaging and imaginative
metaphors is further developed in the last three chapters. There, the
theatrical nature of academic work comes more and more clearly to the
fore. The ground for this particular image is laid in chapter 3, through
the concept of mise-en-scéne, borrowed from, precisely, theatre. This
inclination to think theatrically converges with the poststructuralist,
postmodernist resistance to the illusions of ‘natural’ and ‘true’ and
‘authentic,” which have accrued to standards of scholarship dominated
by that key concept of deception, ‘objectivity.” But the alternative to
that deception is not the abandonment of methodological ‘rigour’ (a
detestable word that I use somewhat the way ‘witch’ was used in early
feminism and ‘queer’ in gay thinking). In this sense the art work that
will be my interlocutor in chapter 5 is theatrical. Pushing the theatrical
metaphor further, into the object-domain, chapter 6, on ‘tradition,” is
about a particular tradition of a profoundly theatrical nature, yet one
that cannot be disentangled from ‘real life.’

Theatricality is also my tool for unsettling the dogmatic primacy, in
the cultural disciplines, of ‘intention.” Heedless of Barthes and Fou-
cault, who tried so laudatorily to undermine the authority of ‘author’-
ity, routine research in the cultural disciplines continues to consider
authorial intention the only possible check on interpretation-gone-
wild. Giving up that anchor would indeed unmoor interpretation and
deprive it of its standards. Having militated for a long time against this
notion, which I consider to be both mistaken and damaging, I now
present the argument, in chapter 7, by staging the debate I have so
often longed to have. But perhaps, given the theatrical nature of aca-
demic debate, I do not occupy the position I advocate. Instead, per-
haps, I propose allowing the concept of intention, with its long history
that makes it almost catachrestic, to linger on stage where tradition and
anti-intentionalism are still in combat.

Finally, the theatrical metaphor returns, when, in the last chapter, I
take seriously, literally, and concretely, the personifying metaphor that
our philosophers invoke as a figure for philosophy itself. Here, my
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sample seminar comes close to wondering where all this travel can
possibly end up, and what position remains for a s_tudent.of‘cultural
analysis who endorses the many ambiguities and uncertainties I am
promoting. Perhaps it is time to decide who these students are, and
what a (future) teacher is. Deleuze and Guattgri invoke a conceptual
persona (personnage conceptuel) from Greek philosophy: the tegcher. In
the face of that tradition, I end on a figure of the teacher that is both a
itionalist and a theatrical gesture.
trali philosophy, this figure is usually the lover. In hgr book What Can
She Know? Feminist Epistemology and the Construction of Knowledge,
Lorraine Code takes this tradition and turns it around. Fpr Code,
the concept-metaphor that best embodies her ideal is the friend, not
the lover. Moreover, the conceptual persona of the friend — the model
of friendship - is not embedded in a definition of philosophy but of
knowledge. This definition is necessarily one that takes knowledge as
provisional. If the authority of the author/artist, as well as that of the
teacher, is unfixed, then the place it vacates can be occupied by theory.
Paul de Man defined theory long ago as ‘a controlled reflection on the
formation of method’ (1982: 4). The teacher, then, no longer holds
the authority to dictate the method; her task is only to facﬂitgte a re-
flection that is ongoing and interactive. Knowledge is knowing that
reflection cannot be terminated. Moreover, to use Shoshana Felman’s
phrase, knowledge is not to learn something about but to learn some-
thing from. Knowledge, not as a substance or content ‘out th(?re wait-
ing to be appropriated but as the ‘how-to” aspect that the subtitle .Of the
present book indicates, bears on such learning from the practice of
interdisciplinary cultural analysis. ‘
Within the framework of the present book, and of Felman’s descrip-
tion of teaching as facilitating the condition of knowledge (1982: '31),
Code’s apparently small shift from lover to friend is, at lea}st provision-
ally, a way out of the philosophy/humanities m%s‘ﬁt. Friendship is a
paradigm for knowledge-production, the traditional task of the
humanities, but then production as interminable process, not as pref-
ace to a product. Code lists the following features.of friendship, as
opposed to the lover’s passion, as productive analogies for knowledge
production:

- such knowledge is not achieved at once, rather it develops
- it is open to interpretation at different levels
- it admits degrees
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— it changes

~ subject and object positions in the process of knowledge construc-
tion are reversible

- itis a never-accomplished constant process

- the ‘more-or-lessness’ of. this knowledge affirms the need to reserve
and revise judgment (1991: 37-8).

This list helps to distinguish between philosophy in the narrow sense,
as a discipline or potential inter- discipline, and the humanities as a
more general field, ‘thizomically” organized according to a dynamic
interdisciplinary practice.

Philosophy creates, analyses, and offers concepts. Analysis, in pur-
suing its goal ~ which is to articulate the ‘best’ (most effective, reliable,
useful?) way to ‘do,” perform, the pursuit of knowledge - puts them
together with potential objects that we wish to get to know. Disciplines
‘use’ them, ‘apply” and deploy them, in interaction with an object, in
their pursuit of specialized knowledge. But, in the best of situations,
this division of tasks does not imply a rigid division of people or
groups of people along the lines of disciplines or departments. For
such a division deprives all participants of the key to a genuine prac-
tice of cultural analysis: a sensitivity to the provisional nature of concepts.
Without claiming to know it all, each participant learns to move about,
travel, between these areas of activity. In our travel in this book, we
will constantly negotiate these differences. We will select one path and
bracket others, but eliminate none. This is the basis of interdisciplinary
work. ‘




