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Introduction
1. Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” trans. Harry Zohn,
in his Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (London: Fontana/Collins, 1973),
263, 262.
2. Fredric Jameson and Masao Miyoshi, The Cultures of Globalization (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 1998), xii.
3. For a fuller application of this book’s argument regarding war and gender to
recent events on the international scene, see my “September 11: Masculinity,
Justice, and the Politics of Empathy,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa,
and the Middle East 21 (2002): 118–24.
4. If, as Ross Chambers says, “denial is definitional to culture,” then my phrase culture of denial risks being tautological (see “The War of the Words: The Rhetoric
of ‘Operation Iraqi Freedom’ [An Informal Survey],” Culture, Theory and
Critique 44 [2003]: 174). But of course it is precisely because the centrality of
denial to culture is not normally recognized that the tautology is necessary. With
this coinage I therefore wish to call attention to culture’s refusal to acknowledge
directly its own capacity and responsibility for generating violence and cruelty.
On this view, acts of barbarism are among the untold (in both senses of the
word) effects of institutions and attitudes that are commonly thought to represent civilization, progress, or modernity. (Recall here Benjamin’s famous remark:
“There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document
of barbarism” [ “Theses,” 256].) This book attempts, then, to identify forms and
uses of rhetoric that have, over the past two centuries, tended to have harmful or
painful consequences—outcomes that may not always be intentional but that
may nevertheless be foreseeable and to that extent avoidable.
5. Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 4. Hereafter, this work is cited parenthetically as BP.
6. Mark Seltzer, “Wound Culture: Trauma in the Pathological Public Sphere,”
October 80 (Spring 1997): 3–26.
7. See Karyn Ball, “Introduction: Trauma and Its Institutional Destinies,” Cultural
Critique 46 (Fall 2000): 1–44; John Mowitt, “Trauma Envy,” Cultural Critique 46
(Fall 2000): 273–297; and Lauren Berlant, “The Subject of True Feeling: Pain,
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Privacy, and Politics,” in Cultural Pluralism, Identity Politics, and the Law, ed.
Austin Sarat (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999), 48–84.
See Vamik Volkan, Blind Trust: Large Groups and their Leaders in Times of Crisis
and Terror (Charlottesville, VA: Pitchstone Publishing, 2004). The expression
“chosen trauma” designates “the collective mental representation of an event
that has caused a large group to face drastic common losses, to feel helpless and
victimized by another group, and to share a humiliating injury” (48). The chosen trauma, like the “chosen glory,” may be transmitted from generation to generation unconsciously through caretaker-child interactions or consciously
through symbols, rituals, and other cultural forms. What is important, however, is less the historical event itself than the power of the shared image of it (an
image that may be modified by wishes, fantasies, and defenses) to knit the
members of a population together in a common sense of identity with respect
to the past (47–52). Unfortunately, a chosen trauma may support the idealization of victimhood and “may be used to construct the group as avengers” (49).
On the uses of trauma, see Kirby Farrell, Post-traumatic Culture: Injury and
Interpretation in the Nineties (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1998), 1–33.
I am alluding to the practice of torture at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq and to the
less publicized massacres carried out by the Allies of the United States in
Afghanistan. Many captives of the United States and the Northern Alliance
died as a result of inhumane prison conditions as well. On the abuses in
Afghanistan, see Robert Fisk, “We Are the War Criminals Now,” 29 November
2001, https://argument.independent.co.uk/commentators/story.jsp?story⫽107292;
“Ce documentaire qui accuse les vainqueurs de crimes de guerre en
Afghanistan,” Le Monde, 13 June 2002, www.lemonde.fr/article/o,5987,320828239-,00.html; and Richard W. Miller, “Terrorism, War, and Empire,” in
Terrorism and International Justice, ed. James P. Sterba (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 186–205.
Here I refer only to unequivocal contraventions of the Geneva Convention;
we should not forget, however, that related if more controversial legal and moral
issues surround the USA Patriot Act, American activities in Guantanamo Bay,
the large number of civilian casualties resulting from U.S. bombing in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and the hundreds of thousands of Iraqi children who,
even before the invasion of 2003, died as a direct result of U.S.-led economic
sanctions. For political and ethical considerations of these events, see Howard
Zinn, Terrorism and War (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2002); Arundhati
Roy, War Talk (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 2003); Judith Butler,
Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (London: Verso, 2004).
For some firsthand accounts by former soldiers, see Annick Cojean, “Irak: J’ai
déserté,” Le Monde 2 no. 68, supplement to Le Monde 4 June 2005: 30–37.
According to an NPR investigation, soldiers suffering from Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) are often seen as “weak” by their superiors, who may
obstruct their search for professional help and ultimately discharge them from
service. By dismissing the soldiers for “patterns of misconduct” rather than
depression or PTSD, the military authorities avoid paying them the benefits

Notes

12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

141

that they would otherwise be due (“Morning Edition,” National Public Radio,
WWNO, New Orleans, 4 December 2006).
On pain as a psychologically, culturally, and historically conditioned experience, see David B. Morris, The Culture of Pain (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1991); Roselyne Rey, The History of Pain, trans. Louise Elliott
Wallace, J.A. Cadden, and S.W. Cadden (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1998), 1–9; Ronald Melzack and Patrick D. Wall, The Challenge of Pain
(New York: Basic Books, 1983), 27–51.
Valerie Hardcastle, The Myth of Pain (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), 101. See
also Melzack and Wall, The Challenge of Pain, 100, 178.
As I discuss in chapter 1, to feel pain is to engage working memory in a comparison of negative stimuli in the present with similarly negative experiences
from the past, more or less “spontaneously” evaluating the particular qualities
and the relative gravity of these past and present experiences and—again on the
basis of not only evolutionary hardwiring but also learned constructions of the
self and the world—responding to the immediate sensation with a strategy of
defense (e.g., fight or flight, or freezing). Animals and newborn humans in possession of the transient, nonlinguistic “stream” of consciousness that Antonio
Damasio calls the “core self ” probably experience a form of pain that is not as
qualitatively resonant and subjectively meaningful as that felt by those humans
(from as early as 18 months) and animals (e.g., chimpanzees) having an “autobiographical self.” “Autobiographical” or “extended” consciousness is not
necessarily linguistic, but it is capable of organizing a large compass of longand short-term memories and using them as the framework for planning the
future. As its name implies, autobiographical consciousness is fully self-reflexive,
aware of its own capacity for conceptually coordinating mental images related
to the past, present, and future. See Antonio R. Damasio, The Feeling of What
Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness (New York:
Harcourt Brace, 1999); Antonio R. Damasio, Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow,
and the Feeling Brain (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2003). Damasio’s “extended” or
“autobiographical” consciousness corresponds roughly to Gerald Edelman’s
“higher-order” consciousness, with the important exception that Edelman’s category is largely confined to humans with the capacity for language (I say
“largely” because Edelman hedges a bit with respect to chimps). See Gerald M.
Edelman, The Remembered Present: A Biological Theory of Consciousness
(New York: Basic Books, 1989) and Gerald M. Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant
Fire: On the Matter of the Mind (New York: Basic Books, 1992).
I borrow the example from Melzack and Wall, The Challenge of Pain, 35–36. It
seems to me that another explanation for the absence of pain at the moment of
injury might be fear-induced analgesia, although that interpretation would not
account for the combatant’s subsequent freedom from pain related to the
wound.
The present discussion of the similarities and differences between specific
affects is informed by Jaak Panksepp, Affective Neuroscience: The Foundations of
Human and Animal Emotions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998),
32–35, 187–209, 215–217, 262–269, 274–276. On the need for biologically
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informed theories of affect in the humanities, history, and anthropology, see
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank, “Shame in the Cybernetic Fold:
Reading Silvan Tomkins,” in Shame and Its Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader, ed.
Eve Kosofsky Sedwick and Adam Frank (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1995), 1–31.
Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2001), 21, 68–69.
On the cognitive and emotive components of empathy, as well as on the importance of empathy in the development of social awareness and moral sensibility,
see Laurence R. Tancredi, Hardwired Behavior: What Neuroscience Reveals about
Morality (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 87–88 and 112–113.
On the existence of ethical or proto-ethical behavior in certain nonhuman
species, see Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens, 159–165. For a sustained
argument for altruism as an evolutionarily selected adaptive mechanism, see
Elliott Sober and David Sloan Wilson, Unto Others: The Evolution and
Psychology of Unselfish Behavior (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998).
Much of this book is an elaboration of the case for the “worse”; an example of
the “better” would be my sense (based on my reading of French media at the
time) that France’s rejection of a military “solution” to America’s suspicion of
weapons of mass destruction in Iraq was attributable in part to France’s having
learned about the limits of force from its relatively recent historical experience
both as a colonizer and as an occupied country.
LaCapra, Writing History, 28, 40–42, uses these terms to designate the milder
form of shock experienced by the witness of trauma or of traumatic images or
narratives. The witness (spectator, listener, or reader) identifies with the experience of the other but with sufficient detachment to avoid confusing that experience with his or her own.
See the discussion of theories of neurological “kindling” in Elizabeth A. Wilson,
Psychosomatic: Feminism and the Neurological Body (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2004), 24–26.
Jacques Derrida, “Autoimmunity: Real and Symbolic Suicides,” interview with
Giovanna Borradori, Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jürgen
Habermas and Jacques Derrida, ed. Giovanna Borradori, trans. Pascale-Anne
Brault and Michael Naas (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003),
85–136.
For example, when confronted with the “terrifying and magnificent spectacle”
of violence and evil in nature—“the elusiveness of happiness, confidence
betrayed, unrighteousness triumphant and innocence laid low”—Friedrich
Shiller’s exemplary poet or philosopher abandons his “effeminate” desire to
comprehend the “lawless chaos” of the sensuous world and, perceiving that “the
relative grandeur outside him” is but “the mirror” of “the absolute grandeur
within himself,” seizes triumphantly upon “the eternal in his breast.” Friedrich
von Schiller, “Naive and Sentimental Poetry” and “On the Sublime”: Two Essays,
trans. Julius A. Elias (New York: Ungar, 1966), 210, 209, 205, 210.
In my critical essays, irony and the sublime are partly mediated by allegory, the
semiotic expansiveness of which is in turn motivated at certain points by the

Notes

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

143

protean interface of irony and the sublime. I have not, however, felt it necessary
to theorize allegory to the same extent as the other forms. For some critical and
theoretical sources pertaining to allegory, see especially chapter 4 below. For a
comparison of allegory with irony and other tropes, see my The Free Indirect
Mode: Flaubert and the Poetics of Irony (Charlottesville, VA: University Press of
Virginia, 1988), 12–26.
On irony’s intellectual investment in the perception of paradox, contradiction,
or incongruity, see Douglas C. Muecke, The Compass of Irony (London:
Methuen, 1969) and Douglas C. Muecke, Irony and the Ironic, 2nd ed.
(London: Methuen, 1982).
On irony as aggression and disparagement, see Catherine Kerbrat-Orecchioni,
“Probèmes de l’ironie,” in L’Ironie: Travaux du Centre de Recherches Linguistiques
et Sémiologiques de Lyon (Lyon: Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 1976), 10–46;
Catherine Kerbrat-Orecchioni, “L’Ironie comme trope,” Poétique 11 (1980):
108–127; and Linda Hutcheon, Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony
(New York: Routledge, 1995), 37–43, 52–54. Hutcheon is sensitive to the
potentially affective impact of irony on its interpreter(s). For an influential, if
tendentious, characterization of irony as intellectually and socially elitist, see
Hegel’s critique of Friedrich Schlegel, which is examined from a critical-historical
perspective in Joseph A. Dane, The Critical Mythology of Irony (Athens, GA:
University of Georgia Press, 1991), 83–118.
On aftermath as the uncanny experience of nondifferentiation between trauma
and the survival of trauma, hence, between cause and effect and between past,
present, and future, see Ross Chambers, Untimely Interventions: AIDS Writing,
Testimonial, and the Rhetoric of Haunting (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 2004), xxii, 43–44, 288–289. “Aftermath writing”—of which irony is for
me a primary figure—designates the simultaneously mimetic and symbolic representation of aftermath as “a state of unresolvable and intolerable tension and
suspension” (289).
These alternatives include both nonbelligerent correctives directly applicable to
Afghanistan and long-term, comprehensive strategies for preventing terrorism
and responding justly to it in the future. For a sampling of such options as well
as cogent legal, moral, and rational arguments for their preferability to war, see
the following essays in Terrorism and International Justice, ed. James P. Sterba
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003): Noam Chomsky, “Terror and Just
Response,” 69–87; Daniele Archibugi and Iris Marion Young, “Envisioning a
Global Rule of Law,” 158–170; Claudia Card, “Making War on Terrorism in
Response to 9/11,” 171–185; Miller, “Terrorism, War, and Empire,” 186–205;
James P. Sterba, “Terrorism and International Justice,” 206–228.
On the pitfalls of the “Bush doctrine” of “preemption,” see Stephen M. Walt,
Taming American Power: The Global Response to U.S. Primacy (New York:
W.W. Norton, 2005), 146–147, 162, 224–225, 261. In light of the implausibility of weapons of mass destruction and ties to al Qaeda as grounds for “preemptive” military action against Iraq, defenders of the invasion now seek to
justify it as a humanitarian intervention. (The pretext is reminiscent of ex–post
facto attempts to portray the bombing of Afghanistan as a campaign to liberate
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indigenous women from the oppressive grip of the Taliban.) On the dangers
inherent in attempting to portray the Iraq War as a legitimate humanitarian
operation, see Paul Theodoulou, ed., Humanitarian Intervention, spec. issue of
Global Dialogue 7.1–2 (Winter/Spring 2005): 1–141.
30. Emile Zola, Correspondance, ed. B.H. Bakker, 10 vols. (Montréal and Paris:
Presses de l’Université de Montréal and Éditions du CNRS, 1978–1995), 4:
329. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations of French texts are my own. In
view of the importance of stylistic analysis to my study, I have provided the
original French along with my translations in chapters 3 and 4. In chapter 2,
however, the particularly dense interweaving of quoting and quoted texts made
it necessary for me to omit most of the original French material in the interest
of readability.
31. Quoted in Roland Barthes, Michelet, trans. Richard Howard (New York:
Farrar, 1987), 101.
32. Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the
Sublime and the Beautiful, ed. James T. Boulton (London: Routledge, 1958), 40.

Chapter 1 From State of Mind
to State of War
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Rachel Bowlby, Shopping With Freud (New York: Routledge, 1993), 99.
Bowlby, Shopping, 100.
Bowlby, Shopping, 99.
Bowlby, Shopping, 100.
Bowlby, Shopping, 101.
Bowlby, Shopping, 100–101.
On the relation between economics, the popular psychology of marketing, and
Freud’s “economic” model of the psyche, see Bowlby, Shopping, 114–119.
Bowlby, Shopping, 101.
Leif H. Finkel, “The Construction of Perception,” in Incorporations, ed.
Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter (New York: Urzone, 1992), 402.
Israel Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten: An Anatomy of
Consciousness (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), 8.
Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten, 7.
Francisco J. Varela, “The Reenchantment of the Concrete,” in Incorporations,
320–338; George Lakoff, Women, Fire and Dangerous Things (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1983); Mark Johnson, The Body in the Mind
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); Edelman, The Remembered
Present; Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire.
Quoted in Bowlby, Shopping, 105.
Contemporary marketing practices, which include exotically named techniques
such as “aromacology” and “neurolinguistic programming,” have raised to a
higher level of psychological sophistication the art and science of manipulating
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clients. Here again, the customer is usually portrayed as an enemy to be
conquered, the object being to induce in him or her a stultifying experience of
shock and disorientation; a painful sense of lack or of class inferiority; or regression to a childlike state of dependency on the salesperson. See Douglas
Rushkoff, Coercion: Why We Listen to What “They” Say (New York: Riverhead
Books, 1999).
This is the turn of the perceiving subject from an aversive or disempowering
affect-idea to a consoling or self-empowering one. As I said in the introduction, the “turn” is governed by metaphor—that is, by the subject’s selfpreservative identification with the overwhelming force of the object that
provokes the aversive sentiment. The alchemy of the sublime therefore
entails both the attribution to the self of the powerful qualities of the threatening object and the transmutation of the negative affect into a positive one
(e.g., fear into joy).
Bowlby, Shopping, 105.
Varela, “Reenchantment,” 325.
Melzack and Wall, The Challenge of Pain, 242.
See Grover C. Pitts, “An Evolutionary Approach to Pain,” Perspectives in Biology
and Medicine 37 (1994): 275–284.
In fact the “stream” (after William James’s “stream of consciousness”) is not at
bottom a continuous flow but a succession of discrete mental “snapshots” of
varying duration that are combined into a semblance of seamless perceptual
activity by “coalitions” of neurons communicating from different parts of the
brain. The subjective impression of continuity is the result of “hysterisis,” a
process whereby the aftereffect of a perceptual stimulus lingers just long enough
in consciousness to overlap with the next perceptual moment, and so on. The
phenomenon is similar to that noted by “persistence of vision” theories, except
that the aftereffect is understood to occur (or persist) in the cortex rather than
in the retina. See Oliver Sacks’s speculations on recent work by Francis Crick
and Christof Koch in Oliver Sacks, “In the River of Consciousness,” The
New York Review of Books 51, no. 1 (15 January 2004).
Quoted in Bowlby, Shopping, 109.
John R. Searle, “The Mystery of Consciousness,” The New York Review of Books
62 (1995): 62.
Quoted in Rosenfield, The Strange, Familiar, and Forgotten, 50.
On my reading of Walter Benjamin (see especially chapter 4 below), shock is
both a feature of mental and material landscapes and a result of the continual
interaction between them. It is the everyday violence/trauma of a society given
over to transitoriness and mechanical reproducibility; to mass production and
mass consumption; and to the rapid succession of haptic, optic, and aural sensations. Benjamin finds the imprint of shock in objects and activities as varied
as modern art and architecture, adverstising, crowds, traffic, factory labor, gambling, prostitution, and news reports. In chapters 2 through 4, I explore the
mediative relations between this kind of everyday shock and larger historical
traumas such as revolution and counterrevolution, torture, forced migration,
war and civil war, coup d’état, and so on.
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26. See, in addition to the works by Edelman cited above, his Neural Darwinism:
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28. Ernest Renan, “What Is a Nation,” trans. and annotated Martin Thom in Nation
and Narration, ed. Homi K. Bhabha (New York: Routledge, 1990), 11, 19.
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30. Anderson, Imagined Communities, 3–4.
31. Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire, 102. The explanation is worth quoting in
full:
In such a system, recall is not stereotypic. Under the influence of continually changing contexts, it changes, as the structure and dynamics of
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The sentence is often cited more colloquially, as “War is the father of all things.”
I thank Wayne Klein for calling my attention to the reference.
I am thinking here of a monistic conception of nature having strong affinities with
romantic idealism. For certain German philosophers of the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries such as Johann Gottfried Herder and Johann Gottlieb
Fichte, the pantheistic integration of nature and spirit, part and whole, sought to
naturalize, preeminently, the body of the nation. “In an organized body,” says
Fichte, for example, “each part continuously maintains the whole, and in maintaining it, maintains itself also. Similarly, the citizen with regard to the state”
(quoted in Elie Kedourie, Nationalism, 4th ed. [Cambridge, MA: Blackwell,
1993], 32). Insofar as this model represents nations as spontaneous, natural divisions, it anticipates various forms of class and racial essentialism. Yet the body is
central to neo-Kantian theory not only as a commonplace organicist metaphor but
as the agent and the object of historical violence. For if nations are unique and
divinely ordained entities, war, in the view of the prophets of nationalism, is a
means of preserving the purity of a people—the health, the inviolability, of the
body politic. Indeed, Fichte writes that, in view of the linguistic and racial distinctiveness of nations, it is “to be expected that each particular state should deem its
own culture the true and only civilization, and regard that of other states as mere
Barbarism, and their inhabitants as savages—and thus feel itself called upon to
subdue them” (quoted in Kedourie, Nationalism, 47). War, “a true and proper
war—a war of subjugation”—is therefore part of a historical winnowing process
whereby humanity “gradually ascends the scale of culture” (quoted in Kedourie,
Nationalism, 47). For Herder, too, it was only when it had been “irrigated with
blood” that the seed of human toil would “shoot up to an unfading flower”
(quoted in Kedourie, Nationalism, 48). Even Kant, who ultimately disapproved of
his successors’ “unscientific” development of his own ethical subjectivism, saw war
as a necessary, beneficent feature of humankind’s progression toward freedom and
self-fulfilment. “War,” he says, “has something sublime in it” (Immanuel Kant,
Critique of Judgment, trans. J.H. Bernard [London: Hafner, 1951], 102). As
Kedourie points out, the ultimate effect of these metaphysical discourses—of their
merging of the individual will with that of the state, of their attribution to history
of a redemptive telos, an inexorable urge toward the moral “life of Reason”
(Nationalism, 45)—is to hide beneath an aesthetico-religious terminology
“the hard issues of power which, by its very nature, is exercised by some over
others. . . . Reason of state begins to partake of sovereign Reason, and necessity of
state to seem a necessity for eternal salvation” (Nationalism, 40).
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signification in virtually any trope. But Lakoff and Johnson’s analyses make it
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normal development, for carving out the lines of the early body image: only,
in other words, because the child feels frustration—both of its demand and of
its need—does it come to perceive the mother as other. The mother, to be an
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object, must be the first object of the infant’s blame. At her best the mother is,
says Winnicott (D.W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality [New York: Basic
Books, 1971]), only “good enough”—able to relieve, forestall, but not preempt, hunger, discomfort, anxiety, distress. By “allowing” needs and wants to
materialize at all, by being sometimes absent and yet sometimes overeager, by
turning her attention or her love toward other objects, this well-intentioned
mother only “persecutes” the child. Expelled from a nurturing uterine space
that supplied every need before it arose, the postnatal child now awaits satisfaction from a world it no longer feels it controls—a world, that is, where subject and object, motion and time, emerge as effects, perceptual concomitants,
of recurrent encounters with intolerable pain. Thus, that experience that
deprives us of objects—that, at its extreme, negates the object world—is the
very same experience that made up the world, that motivated any knowledge
of things in the first place. But it is pain’s location at identity’s origin—its
function, precisely, as a normal growth factor—that makes it such a threat,
potentially, to survival; that accounts for the urgency of the mind’s flight from
it, for the energy and the violence of the counterassertion.
An important question naturally arises here: do such narcissistic counterreactions oppose pain and not pleasure? Yes, in one sense; in another sense, no.
If the fear of annihilation is itself a form of pain, then that pain (that sense of
danger) must inhabit extreme pleasure; for once a basic body scheme is
(painfully) sketched out, merging with the “good” mother (desire’s complete
fulfilment) brings with it not just plenitude but fear of loss of self—a fear that
ressurrects, perhaps, at pleasure’s farthest limit, the paranoid perception of a
cruel, devouring mother. “In the very first months of the baby’s existence,” it
conceives of the mother or the fragments of her body as “actually dangerous—
persecutors who it fears will devour it, scoop out the inside of its body, cut it
to pieces, poison it—in short, compassing its destruction by all the means
which sadism can devise” (Melanie Klein, “A Contribution to the Psychogenesis
of Manic-Depressive States,” in her Contributions to Psychoanalysis, 1921–1945,
ed. Ernst Jones [London: Hogarth Press, 1948], 282). Indeed, throughout its
first few years, the infant vacillates between pleasurable fusion and the terror
of engulfment: “the child goes from contented oneness, fulfilled primary love,
and feelings of trust and omnipotence to feelings of helplessness and ambivalence at the mother’s power and her control of satisfactions and proximity;
from assertions of separateness, rejection, and distancing of the mother to
despair at her distance and fleeing to the mother’s arms” (Chodorow,
Mothering, 73). Danger, then, accompanies both pain and joyful union—the
wish to maintain splitting and the wish to pass beyond it, to give up death-like
feelings for the absolute of death. Abjection, says Kristeva, is “above all
ambiguity”—“a border” that does not “cut off the subject from what threatens
it” (Powers of Horror, 9); pain, as I would put it, need not be monolithic, not
purified unpleasure neatly “cut off ” from its pleasure. What sublimity repudiates, yet at the same time uses, may be either violent rupture or that rupture’s
frightful failure —the failure of division in the bliss of jouissance. Let either
here be neither, still the point remains the same: if splitting and castration do
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sameness. This function is inferrable from the etymology of the word fetish,
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term Fetisso (either man-made or counterfeit, fraudulent). (See William Pietz,
“The Problem of the Fetish, I,” Res 9 [Spring 1985]: 6; William Pietz, “The
Problem of the Fetish, II,” Res 13 [Spring 1987]: 24–25; and William Pietz,
“The Problem of the Fetish, IIIa,” Res 16 [Autumn 1988]: 105. Hereafter,
these articles are cited parenthetically as PF ). Implied by the term were the
“evil-making” of sorcery and witchcraft, the African making-sacred of “trivial”
objects, and the making or the faking of commercial forms of value. For the
idea of the fetish arose “in the cross-cultural spaces of the coast of West
Africa,” during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in response to the
novel commercial situation induced by European mercantile forays (PF I: 5).
“For Europeans seeking to trade commodities and to establish reliable social
relations to facilitate this commerce, the idea of the Fetisso emerged as a pragmatically totalized and totalizing explanation of the strangeness of African
societies” (PF IIIa: 116). Belonging, initially, to the idiom of middlemen, the
term “brought a wide array of African objects and practices under a category
that, for all its misrepresentation of cultural facts, enabled the formation of
more-or-less noncoercive commercial relations between members of bewilderingly different cultures” (PF II: 23). So as a catchall used condescendingly by
the “enlightened” Europeans to (mis)describe the belief systems of alien societies, the term fetish itself served fetishistic ends. Revealing, as it did, a crisis of
value, it promised to resolve into a makeshift homogeneity the discomfiting
evidence of cultural alterity.
In view of my concern with the interrelations of war, defensiveness, pain,
and sexuality, there are a few particularly noteworthy historical features of the
fetish. A fundamental theme throughout the genealogy of discourses on the
fetish seems to be “that of the subjection of the human body (as the material
locus of action and desire) to the influence of certain material objects that,
although cut off from the body, function as its controlling organs” (PF I: 10).
In European travel accounts of the customs and beliefs of African peoples, for
example, the fetish was understood to have to the body a supplementary,
restorative, or protective relation. Fetishes held the power of life and of death;
they deflected, or allayed, ill health and bad fortune; and they protected the
user from harm during war. The fetish had as well a “marked sexual dimension” PF I: 6, the earliest manifestation of which is found in the efforts of
Christian jurisprudence to control female sexuality (witchcraft, abortion, and
other “crimes of women”) (PF II: 33). Travelogues reported on the role of the
fetish in ensuring the faithfulness of African wives. It seems to me, however,
that it was the African woman herself who was the European navigator’s own
privileged fetish; for insofar as she (like her fetish ornaments) was held to
embody, in the eyes of the merchants, a primitive conflation of lust and
superstition, of religious values and “excessive sexual passion” (PF IIIa: 114);
insofar, that is, as the black African woman may have typified, for the
voyagers, an African mentality (an imaginary construct whose principal
“error” was its fetishistic mixing-up of unrelated values [PF IIIa 109]), a discourse on the fetish again turns fetishistic, revealing its unacknowledged parasitic ties to the “impure” metaphysic that it wishes to condemn. So if it was,
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libidinal. That is, the flow of activation across a neural network is an
affective movement that could be described in terms of microintensities, tensions, repetitions, and satisfactions. . . . So rather than considering the vicissitudes of libidinal force (sexuality) to be secondary
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142. Edelman is describing here the neuronal organization of prelinguistic
concepts, or of “primary” consciousness. “Primary consciousness may be composed of phenomenal experiences such as mental images, but it is bound to a
time around the measurable present, lacks concepts of self, past, and future,
and lies beyond direct descriptive individual report from its own standpoint”
(Bright Air, Brilliant Fire, 115). But it is precisely the continued development
of self-reflexive mapping—the mapping of the processes of primary consciousness itself—that leads to symbolic, or “higher-order,” consciousness—
the consciousness of being conscious, of having a past and a future, and of
having a self that is socially defined (Edelman, Bright Air, Brilliant Fire,
124–136). From this I extrapolate even further modes of awareness, predicated on the self-mapping of ever more complex forms of thought.

Chapter 2 Gender and War in Zola’s
Au Bonheur des Dames
1. Emile Zola, Les Rougon-Macquart: Histoire naturelle et sociale d’une famille sous
le second Empire, ed. Henri Mitterand, 5 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliothèque
de la Pléiade, 1960–1967), 3: 1680. Hereafter, this work is cited parenthetically as RM.
2. The scare quotes accompanying this reference to Darwinism are intended to
signal my distance not only from Zola’s social Darwinism but also from any
popular or scientific theory of evolution that neglects the random and contingent nature of genetic, morphological, and behavioral changes over time.
Natural selection is not a universal optimizing process that can “explain” every
characteristic of every existing species, nor is it a historical force that determines relative fitness exclusively at the level of the individual organism.
Selection is determined in varying degrees by biological, environmental, and
cultural factors, and occurs among groups as well as individuals, with the differentiation among groups sometimes being the more decisive effect for evolutionary history. Contrary, then, to the ruthless individualism, rigid
hierarchism, and unilateral determinism that characterize Zola’s version of the
“survival of the fittest,” altruism—the sacrifice of one’s own chances of survival
in order to benefit the survival and reproduction of others—is a significant
and demonstrable adaptive mechanism. Such is the case even if we can never
know with certainty whether a given instance of altruism was “really” motivated by purely unselfish thoughts or impulses. See Sober and Wilson, Unto
Others. For readings of Darwin that are sensitive to the heterogeneity and reciprocity of evolutionary forces, see Daniel C. Dennett, Darwin’s Dangerous
Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life (New York: Touchstone, 1996) and
Wilson, Psychosomatic, 63–95.
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3. Emile Zola, Correspondance 7: 244: “L’enfantement d’un livre est pour moi une
abominable torture. . . .”
4. The appropriation and supercession of the feminine by the masculine is figured as well in passages where Jean tenderly mothers Maurice, nursing his
wounds with “maternal gestures” (RM 5: 481) more comforting than any a
woman could provide: “Maurice sank into his arms, allowing himself to be
carried like a child. Never had a woman’s embrace been as dear to him”
(RM 5: 521).
5. This assertion, which Zola makes in his 1891 article “Sedan,” is closely echoed
in La Débâcle, RM 5: 413, 454.
6. See Kristin Ross, Introduction to The Ladies’ Paradise, by Emile Zola (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1992), xix: “If memories and images of the
violent . . . insurgents had receded somewhat during the repressive decade
following the Commune, they would be newly awakened by the 1880 amnesty
that allowed thousands of deported Communards to return to France.”
7. As Henry Céard writes to Zola in June of 1892,
You can excuse and legitimize war all you like, your entire book condemns your theories and belies your paradoxes. It certainly does not
encourage a taste for battle. On the contrary, it inspires horror of
it. . . . To remake France sounds nice, but are you sure that her regeneration will not better come from intelligence exalted by peace rather than
brutality exasperated by war? (RM 5: 1462)
8. See Emile Zola, Le Roman expérimental (Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 1971). Zola’s
use of the terms virile and virility in Le Roman expérimental was called to my attention by Beizer, Ventriloquized Bodies, 171 and Dorothy Kelly, “Experimenting on
Women: Zola’s Theory and Practice of the Experimental Novel,” in Spectacles of
Realism: Gender, Body, Genre, ed. Margaret Cohen and Christopher Prendergast
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 231–232.
9. In addition to the examples I analyze in this chapter, I offer the following summary as a reminder of the force and consistency with which the novel encodes
commercial competition as war or revolution: Bourras’s staunch refusal to sell
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rival departments turns increasingly “violent,” the salespeople come to blows,

Notes

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.
15.
16.

17.
18.
19.
20.

159

hurl accusations of “treason,” and attack each other with words “as piercing as
bullets” (RM 3: 519).
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particular nation-state appear not only intelligible but also inevitable to those
individuals born within its geographic and political boundaries: “Modern citizens are born in nations and are taught to perceive the nation as an intimate
quality of identity, as intimate and inevitable as biologically-rooted affiliations
through gender or the family.” Since, however, this “pseudo-genetic condition”
cannot fully control nor disguise the many complexities and ambiguities that
are inherent in political, civil, and private spheres of life, the “content of this
[national] fantasy” is not fixed and unchanging but instead “a matter of cultural
debate and historical transformation.” See Lauren Berlant, The Anatomy of
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