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Abstract 

Many literary scholars consider the distinguishing marks of modernism to 

be its unconventional uses of language, particularly as this unconventional 

language shows the failure of representation and communication. This failure is 

thus seen as a critique of meaning, conceptual stability, and knowledge. The 

writers in this study—Oscar Wilde, Joseph Conrad, Nella Larsen, and Samuel 

Beckett—offer some examples of the difficulties, obscurities, and logical 

confusions of the rules of language, and in this way they are typical of avant-

garde writers of the modernist period.   

I argue that their concern with rule-following behaviors extends beyond 

the breakdown of language to understand how we know how to go on even 

without absolute meaning, conceptual stability, and knowledge. This claim relies 

on the ideas of modernist writers’ philosophical contemporaries in the schools of 

pragmatism and ordinary language philosophy. These schools break from 

assumptions that language should correspond with objects and thoughts, and 

instead propose that the meaning of language is in its use. Language remains 

useful even when it is illogical, extremely complex, changeable, and contingent 

on situations and speakers.   

The chapters of this dissertation examine the uses of language in 

modernist fictions that present scenes of uncertainty. In the first chapter, I look to 

Wilde to understand how linguistic conventions can be used to satisfy desires and 

produce favorable consequences, but also how they keep speakers tethered to 

reality. In the second chapter, I show how Joseph Conrad holds on to the 

possibility of truth in as a reflection of shared forms of life. In the third chapter, I 
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turn to Nella Larsen’s Passing to see the value of practical certainty for social 

interactions and for coping with conceptual ambiguity. In the fourth chapter, I 

look to Samuel Beckett’s Three Novels to understand how modernist fiction 

challenges its readers to rely on the resources of our ordinary language, even 

when that language frustrates logical and contextual explanations. 

Changing the picture of language that underlies our understanding of 

modernism challenges scholars to consider the many ways readers go on reading 

and making meaning despite the uncertainties that puncture theoretical and 

historical explanations.  
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Introduction 

 

Few critics would say that the value of modernist fiction is its pragmatic 

import on readers’ lives. Fictions, by most definitions, do not have much bearing 

on life at all, and modernist fictions especially have often been prized for their 

formal purity, as if their aesthetic altitudes keep them above the grimy particulates 

that coalesce on the worn paths of ordinary life. In this view, modernist fiction is 

a historical example of the pinnacle of aesthetic abstraction; it is form divorced 

from praxis; its uses of metaphor and metonymy, irony, symbol, and narrative 

dissolution undermine what we think we know about the world. Modernist fiction 

experiments with form to rupture form, and with representation to expose the 

falseness of representation. It shows how conventional words and the language of 

fiction mean less, or more, or other than they should.  

But this vision of modernism is quite limiting. For as much as literary 

modernists may want to undermine linguistic meaning or challenge received 

ideas, they do it in language, and this language produces its own senses of 

meaning and often promotes quotidian insights on values such as personal 

expression, agreement, and attention to others. These values often persist in 

modernist works, even without solid epistemological grounds. What, then, can 

literary modernists teach us about how language works? How can modernist 

literature help us refine our understanding of how language helps us go on in the 

face of uncertainty and the apparent dissolution of conventions?  

I argue that the modernist writers in this study are just as concerned with 

the ways language allows us to know how to go on as they are concerned with 
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linguistic, formal, epistemological, and cultural ruptures. Modernists are 

concerned with the rules of language to see both how to break them and how they 

are used to say anything meaningful at all. The writers in this study—Oscar 

Wilde, Joseph Conrad, Nella Larsen, and Samuel Beckett—offer examples of the 

difficulties, obscurities, and logical confusions of the rules of language, and in 

this way they are typical of avant-garde writers of a relatively well-established 

modernist period, from roughly 1890 to 1950. In this period, a post-Darwinian era 

scarred by violent imperialism, war, economic and depression, modernist writers 

expressed great doubts about the traditional grounds of meaning in faith, reason, 

empirical truth, and historical progress. But rather than taking their work as so 

many refutations of solid grounds of meaning, I argue that their project is a 

serious investigation meaning without grounds. They explore the uses of language 

for enabling and sharing forms of life that give our experience a touch of solidity. 

These modernists’ focus on language and form may feel alienated and alienating 

to some readers, but these writers call attention to the ways language enables its 

speakers to become attuned to one another and to take up one another’s concerns 

and confusions (because they are likely shared). These writers explore situations 

in which language is consequential and significant—when it works to establish 

senses of satisfaction, truth, and knowledge, as well as when it misfires. In short, 

their concern is to explore how to go on using a language without grounds.   

This argument shifts focus from the dominant concerns of the 

poststructuralist current in today’s literary criticism. For example, the 

deconstructionist project usually begins with the idea of language as a logical 
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system, and proceeds to show how its logic breaks down.
1
 This leads to 

assumptions about the impossibility of ideal concepts, the break between 

signifieds and their arbitrary signifiers, and the infinite possibilities of linguistic 

interpretation.
2
 While I share some of the deconstructionists’ concerns about how 

logic and conventions can lead to domination, exclusion, and totalizing thinking, I 

depart significantly from the idea that these characteristics are inherent in 

language. In particular, I want to show how this negative view leaves out the 

reality that we use language to act, and that our actions can be violent or caring, 

exclusive or inclusive. Language is not a system that dominates us; it is a widely-

varied set of cultural practices that we learn to use as means of being in the world. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein calls these “language-games,” and he dismisses the idea that 

either a total system or its negation form a stable foundation: “You must bear in 

mind that the language-game is so to say something unpredictable. I mean: it is 

not based on grounds. It is not reasonable (or unreasonable). It is there—like our 

life” (On Certainty §559). When we look at modernist language, we must account 

for modernists’ own ideas about systemic ruptures and failures, but we must also 

attend to these works’ demand that we look and see what is “there,” what remains 

after we give up the desire for stable grounds. I focus on how modernists’ 

language acts as a bridge—a shaky one for sure—between people who may be 

ultimately unknowable to each other, but who also use language to get to know 

each other better. To read modernists’ literature is to expose oneself to the serious 

question of how ordinary language works, with and despite all its doubts, 

confusions, and multiple meanings.  
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In this way, modernist fictions may become scenes of instruction for 

readers about how language can work in our world.
3
 The texts in this study 

confront readers with a demand to understand new, often strange situations, with 

no more than our knowledge of the rules of ordinary language to guide us. This 

dissertation begins with the premise that modernist texts can be read by anyone, 

and that they are not necessarily best understood as objects of elite culture or only 

understandable within historical contexts.
4
 I explore how these texts make 

meaning for ordinary life, and what they can teach readers about what we do, 

think, and say. The texts’ instructional challenges are prominent, for example, in 

the demands on readers to understand the baffling twists of drawing-room banter 

in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest, and to follow the imperative 

that we “see” through the eyes of narrator Charles Marlow in Joseph Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness. We may be instructed by the demand to learn the motivations, 

hazards, and pleasures of racial passing through the strange logic of Irene 

Redfield in Nella Larsen’s Passing, and understand the psychic pressures and 

conceptual distortions of the characters in Beckett’s Three Novels. Although these 

are works of fiction, the language-games they illustrate are plausibly usable in 

non-fictional situations, too. Each text is surely a uniquely-formed expression, 

and each should be understood on its own terms. Yet readers learn to understand 

speakers, their motivations and concerns, by carefully interpreting the texts using 

common linguistic practices. In this way, there is no extraordinary procedure for 

understanding the texts, but only the faithful practice of the very ordinary 

procedure of reading and interpreting ordinary words on the page. Although any 
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encounter with language may produce difficulties, we work through them all the 

time.   

Surely, there is no final knowledge to be gained from reading modernist 

texts. Their instruction, like other kinds of instruction, is true to form in the sense 

that one can never be sure when one has learned what the instructor intends, or 

learned it completely. As Wittgenstein suggests, the only signal that I have 

learned anything from an instructor is that I show that I “know how to go on,” 

responding in a sensible way to what the instructor asks of me. In this way, 

modernist texts offer a form of capability as knowledge. Wittgenstein suggests 

that this kind of capability is inherent in learning any kind of knowledge: “The 

grammar of the word ‘know’ is evidently closely related to the grammar of the 

words ‘can,’ ‘is able to,’” he writes, “But also closely related to that of the word 

‘understand.’ (To have ‘mastered’ a technique.)” (PI §150). To know how to go 

on with a modernist text—like knowing how to follow a sequence of numbers, to 

read, or to sing a song—involves the technical execution of common meaning-

making strategies. These fictions challenge us to go on reading them, talking 

about them, and understanding their significance in the context of our own lives, 

even when they resist our initial assumptions or produce disagreement.
5
  

This is not to say that modernist authors have only one purpose. The 

capabilities modernist fictions teach are as varied as their unique linguistic 

presentations. Each, however, may give insight into how an imperfect language 

still allows us to say important things about one another and ourselves. I suggest 

that the question of “going on” is a crucial part of understanding a broad variety 
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of concerns, from visions of cultural relativity and racism in Conrad and Larsen to 

morality and nihilism in Wilde and Beckett. This variety of concerns calls 

attention to readers’ responsibility to get a clear view, or what Wittgenstein calls a 

“surveyable representation” that would allow us to see how our linguistic 

procedures prevent us from understanding what we do (PI §122). The point is not 

to produce a theory of modernism, but to call attention to some of the operations 

of these modernists.  

While avoiding the temptation to theorize, I turn to two schools of 

philosophy that have developed the idea that use is central to linguistic meaning: 

pragmatism and ordinary language philosophy. These philosophical schools have 

their differences, but, as Hilary Putnam argues, prominent members of both center 

their methods on “the primacy of practice,” a technique he claims stems from the 

tradition of Immanuel Kant (52). More importantly, many of these philosophers, 

who I’ll group roughly under the name “practical philosophers,”
6
 worked in 

England and the United States during some of modernism’s most ebullient years, 

and their shared interest in understanding linguistic practice more thoroughly 

makes their work germane for thinking about modernists’ own quest to rethink the 

uses of literary language. Stanley Cavell claims of the ordinary language 

philosophers (and it could be equally said of pragmatists) that they share a 

“modernist difficulty” with the arts: the realization that “history and its 

conventions can no longer be taken for granted” (MWM xxii). Indeed, these 

philosophers’ insistence on the primacy of ordinary practices put them at odds 

with more traditional currents of idealism and logical positivism. While these 
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movements often attempted to remove, like stones from the shallows, the 

difficulties of reality and logical breakages of modern life, practical philosophers 

and modernist fiction writers alike find these apparent barriers crucial for 

understanding the creatures who made their craggy lives there.  

Pragmatist ideas such as William James’s “stream of thought” have long 

been a touch-point for literary critics’ understanding of modernist narrative 

subjectivities, but recent work has begun to explore more fully the close 

connections between practical philosophers and modernism. Lisi Schoenbach’s 

Pragmatic Modernism puts new emphasis on the habits and institutions that form 

the experiential basis for scenes of shock and breakage, and Liesl Olson’s 

Modernism and the Ordinary and Bryony Randall’s Modernism, Daily Time, and 

Everyday Life return attention to modernists’ explorations not just of metaphysical 

heights but also of mundane, everyday experiences. Megan Quigley’s Modernist 

Fiction and Vagueness considers modernists’ embrace of vagueness in fiction as a 

reflection of vagueness in ordinary experience. Much work has been done, too, to 

show the connections between Wittgenstein and modernism: Marjorie Perloff’s 

Wittgenstein’s Ladder catalyzed a small explosion of work on Wittgenstein’s 

relation to modernism, continued by John Gibson and Wolfgang Huemer’s edited 

collection of essays, The Literary Wittgenstein, and even more recently by 

Michael LeMahieu and Karen Zumhagen-Yekplé’s collection, Wittgenstein and 

Modernism. My work continues in this line of thinking, looking specifically at 

how modernists’ literary works share concerns about rule-following behaviors 

and conventional practices that make language work.  
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These studies come at a time when “post-critical” thought is gaining 

momentum in literary studies. Such thought has taken the form of Eve 

Sedgwick’s turn toward multiple affective engagements in literature through 

“reparative reading,” Michael Warner’s call for historicizing reading practices, 

and Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s description of “surface reading” methods 

in an era when critique has, in Bruno Latour’s words “run out of steam.” Some 

scholars have turned to ordinary language philosophy as a way of reconsidering 

what happens when we read. Rita Felski and Toril Moi, in particular, have 

promoted literary study that aims at discovering fuller versions of what we do.
7
 

These scholars are not looking for the same objects as practitioners of critique 

(unveiling hidden truths, revealing our false consciousness and complicity with 

power). Instead, they point out aspects of our reading practices that are in plain 

sight or that are considered so trivial that critics may not see them as fit objects 

for investigation. Some of these aspects are attachment and attunement, non-

scholarly uses of literature, and common sense. My argument swims in the same 

pool as these critiques of reading practices, but there is no reason to think that this 

pool of readings isn’t fed by the same waters of critical thought that still turn the 

mill-wheels of deconstruction and new historicism. Rather than assuming that any 

particular theory or anti-theoretical stance rules them all, I simply begin with the 

practical effects of my own reading experience and what I take to be my students’ 

experiences.   
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Use, Patterns, and Fiction 

There are three crucial premises to the argument that modernist fictions 

instruct readers in pragmatic techniques for knowing how to go on. The first is 

that language is meaningful because it has pragmatic uses, and the second is that 

patterns of use produce the possibility of understanding something about others 

and the world, even when words cannot provide a ground of logical consistency 

and epistemological stability. The third premise relies on the first two: because 

language is based on relatively stable patterns of use, fiction is a significant 

linguistic activity that is ineluctably tied to real-world uses of language.  

The first step to understanding practical philosophers’ ideas about 

language is to understand their concern with how language is used. They sought 

to understand language neither through the logic of ideal forms nor through 

correspondence with material “things as they are,” independent of us. Instead, 

they turned their attention toward the role of language in social and cultural 

practices. What happens when one speaks? What can be understood about 

language from observing its most common forms? For although language may 

strain the bounds of logic, it often works quite well in situations where meaning, 

truth, and knowledge are at stake.  

William James describes the pragmatist’s method as an attempt to 

“interpret each notion by tracing its respective practical consequences” (28). 

James’s project, which he calls “radical empiricism,” posits that knowledge is 

meant to be useful, and its goal is to “attain perfect clearness in our thoughts of an 

object” (29). This means that the pragmatist method produces “No particular 
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results then, so far, but only an attitude of orientation.... The attitude of looking 

away from first things, principles, ‘categories,’ supposed necessities; and of 

looking towards last things, fruits, consequences, facts" (32). James declares that 

“the scope of pragmatism” is twofold: “first, a method; and second, a genetic 

theory of what is meant by truth” (37). In other words, James’s pragmatism seeks 

first to clarify human practices and come to terms with the difficulties of human 

knowledge that truth relates to. This pragmatism concerns itself with the 

production of meaning by understanding how it serves human interests.   

J.L. Austin also shows how examining language use allows us to get a grip 

on the fundamentals of reality necessary to grapple with epistemological, ethical 

and legal questions. In “A Plea for Excuses,” he considers the differences between 

an excuse and a justification, “and even less clear terms, such as ‘extenuation,’ 

‘palliation,’ ‘mitigation,’” in order to find out “what is meant by, and what not, 

and what is included under, and what not, the expression ‘doing an action’ or 

‘doing something’” (3-4). Description bears heavily on how we understand action, 

and descriptions matter in situations when we must figure out what happened and 

what ought to happen next. If I make an “excuse” for dropping a cup, I might say 

I didn’t mean to do it. I might want forgiveness for an unintended act. If I make a 

“justification” for dropping the cup, I might say I wanted to ruin the symmetry of 

your tea set because I don’t like you. You would be justified in kicking me out of 

your house. The “action” may seem to be the same in both cases, but our 

descriptions of it can lead to vastly different understandings of the person who did 

the action and vastly different consequences. Furthermore, the variability of 
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describing “the action” shows that language is not a simple reflection of the 

world, but rather a product of cultural conventions of meaning and agreement that 

have been thought useful. Austin explains that “our common stock of words 

embodies all the distinctions men have found worth drawing, and the connexions 

they have found worth marking, in the lifetimes of many generations” (“Plea for 

Excuses” 8). Surely there are limits to the power of descriptive language, but 

these limits are delineated by our needs. Language is a tool for going on, 

physically, psychically, and culturally, and for minimizing the fundamental 

difficulties of being an individual human.
8
  

In Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein applies a similar 

method to clarify the uses of language, particularly as they reflect the points of 

agreement in meaning and practice that he calls “forms of life.” Wittgenstein 

makes it clear that shared forms of life are necessary before one can even begin to 

think about language as a system of representations or significations. Learning a 

language, for Wittgenstein, is like learning games in which words are the pieces 

and grammar determines what moves can be made. One learns what the bishop in 

a game of chess “is” when one learns that it moves diagonally on the board. In the 

same way, one learns what “bishop” means when one learns how to use it the way 

others do. There are many language-games, and they are not all played the same 

way. Language-games include “Giving orders, and acting on them — Describing 

an object by its appearance, or by its measurements — Constructing an object 

from a description (a drawing) — Reporting an event — Speculating about the 

event — Forming and testing a hypothesis,” but also “Acting in a play — Singing 
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rounds — Guessing riddles — Cracking a joke; telling one” (§23). In each of 

these games, the uses of words are different, and they do not always conform to 

the requirements of signification. Instead, they are varied tools for varied projects 

(PI §11).  

It is true that sometimes the idea of signification makes sense. For 

example, we can say that the word “apples” signifies something, and words like 

“two” and “red” do too. To define “apples,” we might point to a pair of apples on 

a table. But as Wittgenstein imagines such a scene of “ostensive definition,” he 

notes that a person learning a language might not know exactly what’s being 

defined by pointing. If the apples are red, does this person take the word “apples” 

to be a color? Or the number of objects there, or a location (“on the table”), or a 

shape, or something else? The apparently simple match between words and things 

isn’t so simple: “That is to say, an ostensive definition can be variously 

interpreted in any case” (PI §28). Wittgenstein concludes that before one can 

understand what “two” or “red” signifies, one must know something about the 

language-game in which the word is deployed. One can learn what a word 

signifies “only because, as we might say, the place for it was already prepared” 

(§31). When we know what a number is for and how it can be named, we can 

make sense of “two;” when we know how to play the game in which colors 

correspond with words, we can make sense of “red.” In other words, despite our 

intuition that words and things bear some significatory relation, this intuition rests 

on a much deeper training in language-games. Wittgenstein writes,  
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For a large class of cases of the employment of the word 

“meaning” — though not for all — this word can be explained in 

this way: the meaning of a word is its use in the language.  

And the meaning of a name is sometimes explained by 

pointing to its bearer. (PI §43).  

When we want to understand what words mean and whether they signify, we must 

look to their particular uses, the rules that govern those uses, and the forms of life 

those uses support. When we read, we engage in an activity in which we are well-

trained to understand the functions of the words. Readers read through the words, 

so to speak, focusing on the lives the words allows us to imagine. Imagining those 

lives is only possible because of the common uses of language that make others’ 

forms of life sensible.  

Now for the second premise: patterns of use make our words intelligible. 

One might ask, if the essence of meaning is use, and language use is always 

shifting to accommodate new objects, experiences, and events, how is it possible 

for us to be sure about what anything means? When the intuitive bonds of 

signification between words and the world begin to break down, Stanley Cavell 

writes, “We begin to feel, or ought to, terrified that maybe language (and 

understanding, and knowledge) rests upon very shaky foundations—a thin net 

over an abyss” (Claim of Reason 178). This abyss is often figured by 

poststructuralists as the abyss between signifier and signified, a logical break that 

is reconstructed by the conventions of society to prevent individuals from 

experiencing reality in a more authentic way.
9
 The idea here is somewhat akin to 
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Friedrich Nietzsche’s early conception of language in “On Truth and Lies in an 

Extra-moral Sense,” where he suggests that language deals falsely with the real 

world because it forces raw experience into concepts that are generalized (and 

therefore inaccurate) and conventional (and therefore lifeless and mediocre).
10

 If 

language is conventional, the argument goes, truth is only an imagined 

relationship between ideas and reality. In this way, it seems morbidly aesthetic. 

Nietzsche calls truth “A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, 

anthropomorphisms, in short, a sum of human relations which have been 

poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, decorated, and which, after 

lengthy use, seem firm, canonical and binding to a people: truths are illusions no 

longer remembered as being illusions” (257). In other words, patterns of use are 

dead and deadening: the lifeless remnants of once-living aesthetic judgements, 

they turn such judgments into thoughtless actions and reactions. Nietzsche does 

suggest that aesthetic judgment is valuable and powerful in its ability to produce 

truth and knowledge. But the value of aesthetic judgment remains its negation of 

correspondence truth, which paradoxically strengthens the hegemony of the 

picture of language based on correspondence and mimetic representation.  

Our connection to the world can appear to be little more than a “thin net” 

of shared forms of life, no more than conventional agreements about the use of 

concepts. But in the practical philosopher’s view, this apparent logical problem 

with models of signification and representation is, more accurately, an important 

discovery about the working of cultural forms. In this view, common use is not 

deadening but enlivening. This shift in attitude leads to a striking shift in tone, and 
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this shift in tone encourages more careful attention to the value of forms of life 

embodied in language. While Nietzsche bemoaned the illusion of truth, John 

Gibson ruminates on “the wonder of agreement:” 

We share, to a rather astonishing degree, similar patterns of 

linguistic response and description. We by and large call the same 

things by the same names, and we perceive the world in the same 

general hues: this expanse of sky is blue, that patch of earth is lush, 

this gesture counts as an expression of delight, that shrug 

announces indifference. (60) 

While thinkers in the Nietzschean tradition see truth, convention, and agreement 

as symptoms of false unity and the elimination of individual freedom, practical 

philosophers recognize that our agreement about what is blue, lush, delightful, or 

indifferent marks a significant accomplishment without which mutual 

understanding—and solutions to our more complicated ethical and political 

problems—would be impossible. We can acknowledge the abyss, and the 

difference and uncertainty it creates, but we must also see that the role of 

language is precisely to mitigate difference and uncertainty. Truth, fact, and 

knowing sometimes become roughly dependable as they extend from patterns of 

language and cultural conventions.  

Practical philosophers value concepts not for being firmly grounded or 

rigidly bounded but for helping speakers to make useful distinctions and do 

important work. William James’s theory of pragmatic truth exemplifies this 

tendency because it aims at understanding the practical uses of truth rather than its 
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correspondence to an objective reality or relation to ideal forms. James’s main 

concern is agreement between ideas and reality, and this agreement implies 

agreement between language users about the methods of relating language to 

reality. This is a matter of correspondence insofar as an idea can be commonly 

seen to produce useful knowledge, satisfaction, and capability in the world. James 

writes, “To ‘agree’ in the widest sense with a reality, can only mean to be guided 

either straight up to it or into its surroundings, or to be put into such working 

touch with it as to handle either it or something connected with it better than if we 

disagreed (102). Pragmatic truth is an instrument of agreement about how we 

engage with each other and the world, and this theory finds no problem in not 

knowing “things-as-they-are.” Pragmatic truth centers on language users rather 

than empirical or metaphysical matters of being:   

ideas (which themselves are but parts of our experience) become 

true just in so far as they help us to get into satisfactory relation 

with other parts of our experience, to summarize them and get 

about among them by conceptual short-cuts instead of following 

the interminable succession of particular phenomena. Any idea 

upon which we can ride, so to speak; any idea that will carry us 

prosperously from any one part of our experience to any other part, 

linking things satisfactorily, working securely, simplifying, saving 

labor; is true for just so much, true in so far forth, true 

instrumentally. (34) 
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This truth need not apply in every situation, transcending particulars. Instead, it is 

rough and ready for cases when it works, and disposable when better ideas come 

along. Truths only need to be good enough to “ride” on: they must only help us 

know how to go on. Thus, pragmatic truths are always in process, and always as 

mutable, limited, and fallible as humans are. James recognizes that truth is 

fallible, but also functional.   

One might object that this view of truth is cavalier in its dealings with 

reality. But practical philosophers anticipate this objection. Wittgenstein makes 

explicit the agreement in method that is implicit in James, and he does so by 

answering the skeptic’s question. “‘So you are saying that human agreement 

decides what is true and what is false?’” asks the skeptic, and the philosopher 

responds, “What is true or false is what human beings say; and it is in their 

language that human beings agree. This is agreement not in opinions, but rather in 

forms of life” (PI §241). In other words, there are well-established cultural 

practices of description, measurement, reporting, forming and testing a 

hypothesis, and these forms of agreement determine what counts as a true 

description, measurement, report, or test. Austin defines truth in a similar way, 

claiming that a statement is true when it adheres to both “descriptive conventions” 

and “demonstrative conventions” for talking about a particular state of affairs 

(Philosophical Papers 88-90). For some well-established truths to change, all of 

our truth conventions would need to change—not just what we say truth is, but 

how we demonstrate it, how we explain it. Such demonstrative conventions are 

hardy and subtle enough that they change slowly. If we agree with Austin that 
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these conventions are embodiments of “all the distinctions men have found worth 

drawing, and the connexions they have found worth marking, in the lifetimes of 

many generations,” then the truth survives because it satisfies our needs for 

conceptual usefulness. An absolute truth may be impossible, but this suggestion 

does not make statements in many language games any more or less true.   

If language and truth are pragmatic affairs, what’s pragmatic about 

fiction? This brings us to the third premise, which relies on the first two: because 

language is based on relatively stable patterns of use, fiction is a significant 

linguistic activity that is ineluctably tied to real-world uses of language. 

Modernist fiction is assumed to be highly poetic, and as such one might assume it 

“makes nothing happen,” as W.H. Auden famously claimed of poetry in his 

memoriam to W.B. Yeats. But Auden also claimed there that poetry “survives / A 

way of happening, a mouth” (82). Something of Yeats survives him. In his words, 

something remains of his experience, his “happening,” and the form of life and 

thought that moves him to write. Wilde, too, often took the stance of aesthetic 

purity, as he did when he was on trial for indecency. He famously claimed, “I 

don’t myself believe that any book or work of art ever produces any effect on 

conduct at all” (Holland 74). He claims his work is “Not true in the sense of 

correspondence to fact,” though it does “represent wilful moods of paradox, of 

fun, nonsense, of anything at all” (Holland 74), and here we return to the question 

of practical effects on readers’ cognitive and affective states. It is a relevant 

question, then, how the poetic creations of fiction represent not just “things” or 

“nothing” but also participate in the pragmatic “circuit” of language.
11

 Literary 
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language, though it may be divorced from empirical representation of reality, is 

significant to the extent that we acknowledge “ways of happening,” or thinking, 

or living alongside authors like Conrad, Larsen, and Beckett, whose motivations 

and obstacles may be ours too. 

John Gibson takes a similar position in Fiction and the Weave of Life. He 

calls this position that of a “literary humanist” who believes that the 

“commonality” between readers and the literary work is more than just that they 

“share the same language, as though they part worlds when questions arise of 

what we and this work use language to talk about” (17). The complete separation 

of literature from the world, of textual signifiers from reality, would “imply that, 

when William Faulkner wrote As I Lay Dying, he invented not only Addie 

Bundren but also Mississippi, wagons, and death” (31). This confusion about the 

separation of literary and extra-literary significance is the result of a long 

philosophical history of concern with the logic of representation, a concern that 

has produced its own vocabulary and methods of inquiry that have saturated 

literary criticism and theory. According to Gibson, both poststructuralist and 

analytic philosophers tend to “accept, implicitly or otherwise, that, for language to 

be informative of—to be about—the extra-linguistic, it must  build a bridge 

between word and world (via reference, correspondence, representation, uniting 

signifier with signified, and so on)” (46). This “picture of the world and word 

relation” (46) determines not only critical inquiries into language but also into 

fiction. Gibson claims that despite the emphasis on signification, literary meaning 

is “concerned not primarily or especially with the signification of the language of 
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a literary work but rather with [the] significance of the language of the fictional 

worlds the text brings to view” (11). His attitude is pragmatic here, looking to the 

“import, the consequence” of literary worlds, recognizing that “the process of 

rendering explicit literary meaning reveals a certain way of investing fiction with 

life—namely, by placing the imagined lives we find in literary works within 

larger contexts of human activity” (11). In short, the language of fiction would be 

meaningless without the awareness that its language is meant to be significant 

(though not always signifying). 

 

Two Hypotheses: Critical Autonomy and Failure  

Yet critics of modernism don’t often account for the two fundamental 

aspects of language I have outlined—meaning as use and the success of concepts 

such as truth—and this doesn’t bode well for the possibility of knowing how to go 

on with modernist fictions. Many critics still rely heavily on models of linguistic 

signification and its failures when they make claims about the value and purpose 

of literature. In this study, I challenge two widely accepted ideas about modernist 

fictions: first, that their aesthetic language breaks representation to stand in 

opposition to the social and economic utility of ordinary language; and second, 

that this stance reveals how language itself fails to mean what we want it or need 

it to mean. Many critics see in modernism’s resistance to representation a 

resistance to reality and the functionality of language. While many critics seek to 

show the logical divisions and logical failures of language, I argue instead that we 
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can gain much insight on our own language use by attending to modernist fictions 

that explore the various, multiple, and rough functions of language.   

The first of these widely accepted ideas, which I’ll call the “critical 

autonomy hypothesis,” is a commonplace of modernist criticism. Toril Moi 

locates early examples of this hypothesis in the negative critiques of Ernst Gellner 

and Herbert Marcuse, who assumed that ordinary language traps its users into the 

mindless repetition of oppressive ideologies (Moi 150-171). Literary theory then 

becomes an attempt to expose the hidden workings of ideology in everyday life. 

Judith Butler suggests that this theoretical project of estrangement from the 

ordinary and subsequent renewal through theory falls in line with “the conceit of 

high literary modernism, namely, that the world can only be given anew when 

redescribed by heightened and unconventional language that reworks the settled 

meanings of words into those that are explicitly unconventional” (“Values of 

Difficulty” 202). This division between negative, correct, liberatory theory on the 

one hand, and common language and sense as conservative and reactionary, is 

clear throughout literary studies but perhaps especially in treatments of 

modernism’s apparently high, elite concerns. Astradur Eysteinsson suggests that 

“One way to define modernism would be to say that it resists reality-fabrications 

that are recuperable as ‘stories’ or as situations that can readily be reformulated in 

sociopragmatic terms” (187). In other words, what defines art is its resistance to 

ordinary language and readers’ ability to say exactly what it’s about. This picture 

shows modernism making a lie out of any interpretation that would make it 

practical. According to Jurgen Habermas, the status of modern art in society goes 



22 

beyond neutral difference from the praxis of life, reaching its widest separation in 

the aestheticism of the late 19th century as a “critical mirror, showing the 

irreconcilable nature of the aesthetic and the social worlds” (10).  

Theodor Adorno pursues this separation further, arguing that each artwork 

“harbors what is empirically existing in its own substance” (5), while remaining 

“enigmatical:”   

There is no answer that would convince someone who would ask 

such questions as ‘Why imitate something?’ or ‘Why tell a story as 

if it were true when obviously the facts are otherwise and it just 

distorts reality?’ Artworks fall helplessly mute before the question 

‘What’s it for?’ and before the reproach that they are actually 

pointless. (Aesthetic Theory 121)   

Art lives in a space beyond purpose, where the question “what’s it for” is 

“actually pointless.” Adorno’s aesthetic theory offers a powerful account of our 

own rational failures to explain away the “modernist difficulty” Stanley Cavell 

alluded to—the experience of feeling the insufficiency of conventional 

representations. But for Adorno, the value of art still seems to be its autonomous 

critique rather than its apparent entanglement with material, historical reality. The 

artwork’s overt negation of the “empirically existing” hides its worldliness like a 

survivor who hides a scar. Whatever its sociopragmatic purposes might be, they 

are only reluctantly acknowledged; they are impure traces.   

Yet what Adorno interprets as the pointlessness of art might more 

accurately be described as a multiplicity of purposes that are relatively weak for 
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theorizing. His theory aims at generality, while eliding the possibility that 

different instances of artistic production and reception may have quite definite 

purposes. Whether art is produced and experienced for money, pleasure, status, or 

therapy, its purposes are various to the point that they cannot be ostensively 

defined. I can point to an artwork, saying “this is art,” but you may fail to get my 

drift if you don’t already have a conceptual place for “art” in your understanding 

of cultural practices surrounding art. And if this failure leads to the conclusion 

that art resists knowing, the conclusion refuses to acknowledge the particular 

language-games and cultural practices in which art becomes meaningful.
12

   

The critical autonomy hypothesis seems to block an intuitive reading of 

modernism that its language is meaningful, and that it affects the ways we go on 

looking at all kinds of art and ordinary sensations. Pragmatist John Dewey argues 

that art cannot be understood outside of the patterns of experience that allow us to 

see art as expressive; only a holistic view of the “live creature” can help us 

understand how art works.
13

 Habermas suggests that such a holistic reading, one 

that relates aesthetic concerns to moral and cognitive ones, is more naturally the 

realm of the non-expert, the non-critic (while critics are mostly concerned with 

the questions in their small range of expertise) (12). It may be that these non-

expert audiences are precisely the ones for whom modernism, with all its 

shocking rhetoric and imagery, is most meaningful. Lisi Schoenbach’s 

examination of habit in the Surrealist movement is instructive here: moments of 

shock only work for audiences in stasis, for those who are primed for a shock.
14

 

And such shock may have the effect of “making habits strange and thus […] 
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keeping them active, projective, and dynamic” (46). Modernist shock offers a 

clearer view of what we do, suggesting that its scenes of instruction give insight 

into ordinary life as much as extraordinary happenings. A proper audience for this 

modernist project may always be non-expert, ordinary readers.   

The non-expert readers I know have a word for this vague concentricity of 

linguistic spheres, a word as formless as it is crucial for understanding what goes 

on when we talk about fiction. The word is “relatability,” which seems to stand 

for various abilities of sympathizing or identifying with characters’ emotions and 

situations in texts. But it also sometimes stands for plausibility, believability, or 

plain likability of a story and its mode of presentation. While I do cringe at the 

ways students carelessly wield this blunt multi-tool, and I tell students that 

“relatability” lacks precision and thus validity for conversations about literature, I 

suspect that my reaction reflects tendencies from my poststructuralist training to 

reduce reading to a process of sytematic decoding and denaturing, and tendencies 

from my historicist training to deny the simple identification with characters from 

a different time and place. But these denials erase the fact that just about everyone 

who reads a text (even critics) may have multiple cognitive, moral, identificatory, 

and emotional engagements with it. If a student’s contention that a story is 

“relatable” isn’t smart enough for class, the imperative to smartness blocks 

productive conversations about the multiple relations that present themselves to us 

when we read. I contend that these relations and engagements are precisely what 

makes us go on reading modernists such as Wilde, Conrad, Larsen, and Beckett, 
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even as these authors use form and content to show radical differences and 

uncertainties.   

Now for the second hypothesis of modernist criticism—the idea that 

because modernists’ language challenges representational correspondence, it fails 

to mean what we want it or need it to mean. I’ll call it “the failure hypothesis.” 

Critics’ anxieties about the failure of representational correspondence help 

explain why, as Liesl Olson contends, “the most famous moments of literary 

modernism are moments of transcendent understanding” such as the moment of 

being, the epiphany, magic moment, and the rupture of everyday experience (3). 

In these instances, words seem to fall short of the depths or heights their 

characters want to express. But Olson also contends that James Joyce, a modernist 

par excellence, “is drawn to the romantic nature of epiphanic moments if only to 

deflate them” (35), to draw readers back to the ordinary. Olson claims that T.S. 

Eliot’s Four Quartets epitomizes the philosophy of linguistic failure: “Words 

strain, / Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, / Under the tension, slip, 

slide, perish, / Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place, / Will not stay still” 

(Four Quartets 19). But Wallace Stevens’s blunt rebuttal to Eliot’s picture of 

decay and ruin in “The Wasteland” is illuminating: “If that is the supreme cry of 

despair,” Stevens writes, “it is Eliot’s and not his generation’s” (qtd. in Olson 

123). Olson’s picture of modernists engaging with ordinary experience using 

ordinary language is a call for more diverse and comprehensive critical 

perspectives on modernism.   
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And yet, the complexity and diversity of views on modernist language is 

still often ignored in favor of explanations of the ways modernists’ linguistic 

failure frees readers from the domination and determination of fixed meaning.
15

 

Philip Weinstein’s Unknowing: The Work of Modernist Fiction, for example, 

claims that modernism ecstatically destroys enlightenment narratives of 

knowledge, unified self, and progress implicit in realist fiction.
16

 Weinstein 

claims that enlightenment narratives, from Descartes onward, aim to produce 

knowing subjects that differentiate themselves from a known, objective world 

(24). He writes, “all fictional narrative exists to avert a recognition of human 

unraveling” (45). Here, realist narrative stands for a kind of false coherence, while 

modernist narratives show the truth of negativity. Modernist narratives recognize 

the truth that “realism pretends to be truthful, to imitate; “while its embarrassment 

is its status as artful, counterfeit” (53). In this picture, realism is false because its 

mimetic, conventional descriptions and narratives are incapable of acknowledging 

the failure of representation and the incoherence of primary sensations. In 

response to this deceptive knowledge of reality, modernist narratives repudiate 

“realist narrative’s constitutive compact joining subject, space, and time. First, 

they sabotage realism’s spatial premise that representational language somehow 

makes reliable contact with the real world (signaled by that language) of objects, 

others, and the reader (the protagonist achieving enlightening encounter with 

others and objects outside himself, the reader being enlightened by participating 

in these encounters)” (45).  
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According to this line of reasoning, modernism performs an autonomous 

critique of realist conventions precisely by showing the failure of language to 

provide any “reliable contact with the real world” that might ground linguistic 

meaning. This failure of language leads to the failure of ideas about coherence, 

reliability, and knowledge. What is thought to be “real” or “true” is only a 

falsehood, a fiction of its own meant to make us lose touch with the unavoidable 

reality of incoherence and unknowing.  This idea that the social world is false is 

reminiscent of the quest for authenticity that Lionel Trilling traces through 

philosophical history from Rousseau to Diderto and Hegel, and from Freud to 

Marcuse and Foucault.
17

 It is a quest to live a true life in opposition to the lies and 

insincerities of society and the conventional behaviors it imposes. But this quest 

for freedom and an absolute truth is its own kind of dishonesty. This is first 

because the quest aims at truth in a realm of experience beyond language and 

social life, while failing to recognize the fact that truth is in what we say, and it’s 

possible only because social norms and criteria for truth make it possible. 

Furthermore, the goals of “unknowing” are conspicuously unrealistic. A life of 

unknowing seems peculiarly inhuman when we recognize that linguistic 

engagement (and much social engagement) requires agreement in the basic 

procedures of playing language-games. If Weinstein sees modernism pushing an 

ethics of freedom and absolute alterity, this project undermines itself as soon as it 

severs the linguistic bonds that make it possible to speak across the space between 

people.   
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A recent, brilliant essay by Dora Zhang argues for a form of the failure 

hypothesis too, while also calling attention to another wrinkle in it. Zhang uses 

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway to argue that “moments of expressive failure… 

mark an encounter with the limits of description that becomes a stylistic signature 

of modernism” (53). Zhang explores the novel’s inexpressibility alongside the 

philosophical and psychological concept of “acquaintance,” a concept that 

describes the sense that one’s experiences and sensations are “utterly certain” but 

remain “incapable of verbalization” (57). The character Richard Dalloway 

exemplifies this concept when he fails to express his feelings of love for his wife. 

He resorts to the reductive, ostensive word “this” to think the inexpressible: 

“Happiness was this, he thought” (qtd. in Zhang 55). Zhang doesn’t defend the 

idea of “acquaintance,” so much as show how it was a major issue for modernists. 

But in doing so, she has already framed her argument to exclude the possibility 

that Woolf might have found words capable of expressing even the most subtle 

philosophical concepts. After all, it is Richard who can’t describe the feeling—not 

necessarily Woolf (and not necessarily readers either). And as Wittgenstein might 

argue, ostensive definitions like “this” become meaningful based on the context of 

the extended language-games of Woolf’s novels. As readers come to know 

Richard’s thoughts, actions, and surroundings, we may come to understand how 

“this” has a place in the world of the novel, where love, inadequacy, and even 

inexpressibility have all been prepared for us. We are not wholly alien to the 

world of the novel, so the ostensive “this” need not fail completely.   



29 

But more importantly, focusing on indescribability as a failure of 

representation holds language to an impossible standard. If we think of language 

as a system of representation we can only balk or celebrate when it fails to fully 

represent a part of our experience. But these reactions proceed from the 

misunderstanding that language ought to give a perfect picture of the workings of 

other people’s minds and a picture of the world independent of us. Pragmatist and 

ordinary language philosophers recognize that language cannot represent the 

world fully, and therefore cannot fulfill a desire for complete knowledge of other 

people or things. Stanley Cavell concedes this point in his essay, “Knowing and 

Acknowledging,” when he engages with the skeptical desire for proof that one 

can know another person’s mind. Cavell illustrates that in this situation “I am 

regarding my inability to enter my neighbor’s mind as something like an inability 

to enter his garden; only, as it were, it is a permanent inability, the garden is 

sealed or charmed out of reach” (MWM 260). The idea that the mind is like a 

walled garden misses the fact that minds are not like gardens: there is no way to 

enter them, through accurate representation or otherwise. Thus, the skeptic’s 

claim about the impossibility of knowing another’s mind fully is actually too 

“weak” to account for the separateness of minds and the groundlessness for 

beliefs about others (MWM 260). Only when we recognize the completeness of 

this separation can we clearly see the potency and value of language for 

expressing oneself and acknowledging others. Paradoxically, it is only when we 

recognize the logical problems of representation and correspondence that we can 

begin to feel the wonder of agreement. And then, it is more practical and fruitful 
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to focus on the power of what we can say and what we do know to understand the 

purposes of language in a complex, diverse, constantly changing world. 

  

The Structure of This Work 

If modernist literature produces a picture of its own autonomous critique 

and its own linguistic failures, these perceptions come from our own critical 

investments in reading and thinking as a process of liberation. These perceptions 

are valid and compelling, but I want to invest the texts with other kinds of 

attention.
18

 My goal is to show how modernist texts explore the persistence of 

language use, even without the foundations we assumed were there. To 

understand how we go on with modernists’ language, we must understand their 

patterns of use and their attention to words, concepts, and knowledge in practice. 

For these practices are as important as ever, in an era when the ideology of 

concept-deconstruction meets its degenerate twin in the form of truth freed from 

the bonds of reality. This is the era of “alternative facts,” “truthiness,” and 

political and social divisiveness as entertainment. My study calls attention to 

modernists’ interest in the rules and shared forms of life at stake in instructional 

scenes, despite these artists’ apparent position as destroyers of common language 

and sense.  

 In the first chapter, I examine the work of Oscar Wilde as an instance in 

which common language use makes characters roughly intelligible, even when 

they lie. For many thinkers, lies present a paradigmatic instance of undecidability 

that points to the fundamental fact that language fails to refer logically and 
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consistently. Although Wilde loves a good lie, and considers art to be a form of 

lying, his portrayals of lies are not unintelligible; instead, they make characters’ 

desires and intentions intelligible for audiences, at the same time as they reveal 

how characters are bound to each other and common social forms. I focus on The 

Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde’s aesthetic dialogue “The Decay of the Art of 

Lying,” his short story “The Portrait of Mr. W.H.,” and Wilde’s own words at his 

trials and in his prison letters (especially the letter called De Profundis). In these 

works I show how Wilde’s challenges the idea that language and literature are 

referential, while still not giving up the idea that words reveal their speakers in 

action.   

 In the second chapter, I look to Joseph Conrad’s writings about aesthetics 

and his novels Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim to understand how his art is meant 

to show the truth. I argue that although critics often focus on the uncertainty or 

“deceptiveness” of Conrad’s language, the author’s insistence on truth points 

toward his belief in solidarity and agreement despite difference and uncertainty. 

This solidarity is captured especially in the shared forms of life of his narrator, 

Charlie Marlowe, and Marlowe’s audiences, but it can occur wherever conceptual 

agreement is valuable. Sharing forms of life makes a sense of the truth possible 

even in fiction. Furthermore, Conrad’s truth as solidarity suggests that critics 

should not seek an author’s meaning beneath or beyond language, but instead 

understand how our ordinary reading practices bring Conrad’s visions to life—

and to our lives.   
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 In the third chapter, I turn from European modernist writers to Nella 

Larsen, whose Harlem Renaissance novel Passing offers insight into the problem 

of absolute uncertainty about other minds. This novel shares with Conrad’s work 

a concern for skepticism, psychological interiority, ambiguity, and unknowing. I 

argue that while Passing denies the possibility of knowing the absolute truth, it 

also exemplifies the value of commonsense truth and practical certainty for 

producing dependable beliefs about shared experiences of the social and material 

world. Furthermore, the text shows how uncertainty rests on propositions about 

what we see and what we know that are solid enough to require no proof. I 

suggest that these practical certainties are just as crucial as ambiguity for avoiding 

exposure and racial violence. Passing challenges readers to recognize pragmatic 

truths about texts to come to agreement about what we know and how we know it.  

 In the fourth chapter, I turn to Samuel Beckett’s Three Novels: Molloy, 

Malone Dies, and The Unnamable, fictions that are often read as both instances of 

linguistic failure and critiques of ordinary life. I ask how one would explain 

Beckett’s famous phrase, “I can’t go on, I’ll go on” when explanatory frameworks 

collapse under the weight of logical contradictions and complexity. I argue that 

Beckett’s texts put readers in a position where we can see that ordinary language 

and ordinary life “go on” even without logical explanations. Knowing how to go 

on is a major concern for Beckett, and Wittgenstein offers instances of following 

rules that show how we go on despite uncertainties. In the absence of an absolute 

meaning, we use our training through patterns of experience to build up 

hypotheses, watch them collapse, throw out bad ones, and try again. This amounts 
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to a pragmatism without optimism, where we point our attention  toward the 

particulars of reality and other people’s experiences as they can be described in 

language. Beckett’s attempt to follow linguistic dissolution as far as it can go ends 

in the paradoxical, partial success and persistence of the language-games by 

which readers make meaning. 
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Chapter One  

The Marriage of Truth and Lie: Oscar Wilde, Uncertainty, and Language 

Use 

“If falsehood had, like truth, but one face only, we should be upon better 

terms,” Michel de Montaigne famously wrote in his essay on liars, “for we should 

then take the contrary to what the liar says for certain truth; but the reverse of 

truth has a hundred thousand shapes, and a field indefinite, without bound or 

limit” (89). Montaigne was horrified at what a liar can do in a world where “we 

have no other tie upon one another but our word” (88). But these days, literary 

critics might find something quite attractive in the picture of linguistic 

undecidability that Montaigne sets up. For many, the hope is that such 

undecidability might make one’s life into “a field indefinite, without bound or 

limit.” This is freedom. But whereas Montaigne implies that lies are an aberration 

in the otherwise normal functioning of language, these critics may be more apt to 

find deception in any idea that language can provide knowledge of reality and 

other people. Merging the Nietzschean and Saussurean traditions, Paul de Man 

offers an early example of this kind of thinking in his influential essay 

“Semiology and Rhetoric.” He takes aim at theories of linguistic reference by 

suggesting that they take a naive view of the relationship between what one 

says—grammar—and what one means—rhetoric. De Man gives the famous 

example of Archie Bunker asking his wife “What’s the difference?” between 

lacing his bowling shoes “over” or “under.” De Man argues that the grammar of 
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Bunker’s “What’s the difference?” asks for an explanation of a difference, and De 

Man claims that the rhetoric of the question says there is no difference. This 

ambiguity becomes a paradigmatic example of the undecidability that is built into 

literature, where “multiple readings” of a phrase like “What’s the difference?” 

“have to engage each other in direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely 

the error denounced by the other and has to be undone by it” (30). The subtext 

here is that there must or ought to be only one meaning of a phrase. Moreover, it 

is an example of “the deceptive use of semi-automatic grammatical patterns” (32). 

Any phrase, in other words, could by structurally, inherently deceptive.   

Investigating Nietzsche’s and de Saussure’s linguistic models draws us to 

the heady early years of the modernist period, where we also find in literature one 

of the most ardent believers in lies, masks, and other deceptions: Oscar Wilde. 

Wilde certainly fits Montaigne’s bill as a writer of many faces, a self-proclaimed 

liar whose literary and social performances defy any readerly desire for stable 

concepts or self-representations. Wilde loves the idea of the liar, and art as a form 

of deception, and much good research has focused on understanding his “hundred 

thousand shapes” visible in the multiple, transgressive identities of his characters 

and of his own public performances. Shelton Waldrep shows how Wilde cannily 

cultivated and promoted his protean self-image, claiming that Wilde’s art has 

affinities with postmodernist thought and theory. Waldrep also suggests that our 

developing understanding of Wilde’s works depends on  “poststructuralist tools 

with which to evaluate and describe the effects on language that, in his aphoristic 

and ironic treatment of it, are left deconstructed” (xvi). In other words, if Wilde 
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sold himself as a transgressor of boundaries, as a liar and a shape-shifter, we need 

deconstruction to understand his project. But this picture of Wilde also leads to 

some familiar deconstructive conclusions regarding undecidability and the 

deceptiveness of certainty. Kevin Ohi, for example, concludes in his trenchant 

Dead Letters Sent that the importance of Wilde’s works is their ability to keep us 

reading, talking, interpreting, and theorizing. This is a useful way of articulating 

the means by which we “go on” with Wilde’s difficult works. But attendant on 

this conclusion is the poststructuralist assumption that literary language always 

resists our attempts to understand it. Ohi claims that any pedagogical message one 

seeks in Wilde’s writing will always be baffling, forcing critics to “consider our 

perpetual failure to remain baffled, our perhaps inevitable move to recuperate as 

tendentious insights the exquisite seductions of our bafflement” (169). It seems 

that readers are all too eager to deceive themselves with a sense of insight or 

understanding, and claiming that one understands something about the text puts 

one in the position of fixing and dictating its meaning.  

But why must concepts be either totally fixed or totally unstable? Why 

assume that lies are beyond understanding? And why assume that an inexact 

literary pedagogy produces only bafflement? I propose that the more we 

understand the uses and consequences of Wilde’s lies, the more we can gain 

insight into how language users attempt, fail, and often succeed in making the 

language of the texts work for them. I aim to understand the uses of lies by 

examining the situations in which Wilde’s words make meaning and produce 

consequences, and in the process I show how Wilde’s lies have particular uses for 
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those who speak them. The lies are not simply evasive, not simply working 

towards uncertainty. I focus on Wilde’s last play, The Importance of Being 

Earnest (1895), an earlier piece of short fiction, “The Portrait of Mr. W.H.” 

(1889), his dialogue on aesthetics, “The Decay of Lying” (1889), his trials for 

“gross indecency,” and his writings from prison. I intentionally blur the 

boundaries between ordinary language lies and literary representations of lies, in 

part because Wilde himself worked tirelessly to aestheticize ordinary life. Also, 

such blurring is part of a pragmatic aesthetics: as John Dewey rightly notes, artists 

produce their works by selecting words, lines, colors, and sounds that speak to 

ordinary experience and that “set forth the conditions under which an experience 

of an object or situation may be had” (84). Art works because it evokes in 

audiences the experiences its maker wants them to have. Artists sometimes want 

to baffle their audiences, but that’s not all they use art for.  

Learning the uses of art is like learning the uses of language, and practical 

thinkers give insight into the effects of language use. J.L. Austin takes some heat 

from De Man for giving a naive account of the relation between grammar and 

rhetoric, but this criticism is based on an assumption that Austin’s speech acts 

suggest a theory of reference. De Man believes that if there is a relation between 

Austin’s “illocution” and “perlocution” (roughly, the intended meaning of an 

utterance and its meaning effects on auditors), then words must have stable 

meanings. Rather than reference, however, Austin’s speech acts depend more on 

the concept of use.
1
 In Austin’s model of language, common uses of language 

lead to common responses. I know just what to do when you say “please pass the 
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butter” or “look out for that tiger!” There may be misfires at any step, but these 

are not universal confusions, and they are certainly more nuanced.
2
 Austin wants 

to show that knowing how to speak a language means that you have a sense of 

how your meaning will be taken. Who would interpret “passing the butter” as an 

invitation to begin a game of catch at the dinner table? Or “looking out for a tiger” 

as something that must be done only by going to a window? It seems foolish to 

assume that language offers a perfect semiological correspondence with the 

world. Instead, it is a relatively dependable tool for doing things in the world. We 

learn what tools can do, even if we sometimes misuse them.  

This entails a new implication about what words mean. They ordinarily 

mean what their users want them to mean, and users are responsible for making 

themselves intelligible in their words. I could certainly deceive you by asking you 

to pass the butter when I really wanted the salt. But this isn’t a matter of 

uninterpretable language, I’m responsible for it. Furthermore, it would be 

simplistic to assume that Wilde didn’t have a rough idea of what the effects of his 

work would be; if they are baffling, evasive, or deceptive, it is likely that he 

intended them to be that way. As Toril Moi argues, “Sometimes we lie, deceive, 

cheat; sometimes we are honest and truthful. This isn’t something ‘language’ 

does. It is something we do…. Language as such can’t be blamed for our 

prevarications” (180). It is true that in many cases words and concepts become 

unstable, and any lexicographer will tell you how unstable language is over time 

and between cultural groups. But this does not change the fact that words have 

common meanings and produce common responses. Stanley Cavell explains how 
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the multiplicity of linguistic meaning (that halts de Man) could be a normal aspect 

of any situation, and how every speaker learns to manage that multiplicity:   

something does follow from the fact that a term is used in its usual way: it 

entitles you (or, using the term, you entitle others) to make certain 

inferences, draw certain conclusions…. Learning what these implications 

are is part of learning the language; no less a part than learning its syntax, 

or learning what it is to which terms apply: they are an essential part of 

what we communicate when we talk…. We are, therefore, exactly as 

responsible for the specific implications of our utterances as we are for 

their explicit factual claims. (MWM 11-12) 

Common use is the link between illocution and perlocution, and it allows speakers 

and writers to have at least a roughly dependable idea of what words mean in 

situations. This makes it difficult to accept the picture of radical unknowability: 

common language use allows us to make very fine distinctions, and to express 

subtle thoughts.
3
 If we know common uses of language, we may often understand 

what others want—but only if we pay attention to someone else’s words, and only 

if we take seriously the responsibility of making ourselves intelligible. This is not 

simply a claim that language is self-evident, but a call for close attention to words 

to understand better what we do and how we relate to each other. When systemic 

language failure and deception are off the table, we have to start paying more 

attention to speakers, how and why they lie and in what circumstances. Focusing 

on how characters use their words and the consequences of their language 

provides a way of understanding what we’re uncertain about, a way that does not 
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lead to Montaigne’s and poststructuralists’ conclusions about systemic 

uncertainty. 

Importance as Consequence  

Wilde’s late comedy The Importance of Being Earnest is concerned with 

the picture of language that produces the sense of radical uncertainty. But the play 

shows that this concern is misplaced, and the picture misleading: it reveals the 

messy but still functional relationship between illocution and perlocution. Wilde’s 

characters continually show the breakdown of the reference model of language, 

but rather than leading to impossible uncertainty, this breakdown leads us to see 

the importance of the use model.  

When in the play we first meet that important personage, Ernest, he is 

immediately put to the test to discover his true identity. Who is Ernest Worthing? 

Surely, there must be an essential man who belongs to this name. As if to satisfy 

an unspoken imperative to know the truth, his friend Algernon begins an 

inquisition:  

Algernon.  How are you, my dear Ernest?  What brings you up to 

town? [...] Where have you been since last Thursday? 

Jack.          [Sitting down on the sofa.]  In the country. 

Algernon.  What on earth do you do there? 

Jack.          [Pulling off his gloves.]  When one is in town one 

amuses oneself.  When one is in the country one amuses other 

people.  It is excessively boring. 

Algernon.  And who are the people you amuse? 
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Jack.          [Airily.]  Oh, neighbours, neighbours. 

Algernon.  Got nice neighbours in your part of Shropshire? 

Jack.          Perfectly horrid!  Never speak to one of them. 

Algernon.  How immensely you must amuse them! (254)   

“Ernest” continually evades the traps Algernon sets for him. Algernon presses for 

details, for the names of witnesses to corroborate the facts about his friend’s 

country life, and his suggestion that Ernest lives in Shropshire turns out to be a 

planted detail meant to force out the truth. Algernon aims to catch Ernest in the 

details, even as Ernest muddles his story.   

Yet Algernon’s suspicion is a practical one rather than a philosophical 

one, based on a developing doubt about the man whose cigarette lighter bears the 

inscription, “From little Cecily, with her fondest love to her dear Uncle Jack” 

(257). Jack defends himself with implausible explanations of the inscription, 

claiming Cecily is his “aunt at Tunbridge Wells,” who is “little” in stature. As 

Jack’s explanation unravels, he admits that “in order to get up to town I have 

always pretended to have a younger brother of the name of Ernest, who lives in 

the Albany, and gets into the most dreadful scrapes.  That, my dear Algy, is the 

whole truth pure and simple” (257). Algernon replies with shock that he has every 

reason to believe in the false name: “You have always told me it was Ernest. I 

have introduced you to every one as Ernest. You answer to the name of Ernest. 

You look as if your name was Ernest. You are the most earnest-looking person I 

ever saw in my life. It is perfectly absurd your saying that your name isn’t Ernest. 

It’s on your cards” (257). The evidence is substantive, referring to common 
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practice and to perceptions of the meaningfulness of the name for such an 

“earnest-looking person.” The text of Jack’s cards serves as a final verification. 

What doubt would Algernon have about Jack’s identity when it works for all 

practical purposes? Ernest would seem to be as well-formed an identity as any, 

and the thoroughness of Jack’s lies has made them almost as consequential as the 

truth.   

In fact, Algernon is much less interested in Jack’s real identity than in the 

benefits of his game. Algernon wants to get to the bottom of whatever racy 

activities Jack might be involved in—and possibly exploit them too. In this way, 

Algernon angles not so much for the truth as for an explanation that might prove 

useful. For Algernon, too, inhabits an incoherent identity. He uses the character of 

Bunbury as a shield against inquisitions, allowing him to escape the abstract 

expectations of his family and class position with simple lies. Algernon’s 

ostensibly good-hearted interest in his invalid friend gives an acceptable form to 

his frequent absences from social events. Although Algernon’s aunt, Lady 

Bracknell, condemns Bunbury’s invalid state as “shilly-shallying with the 

question” of whether to die (261), the imperative to certainty does not outweigh 

the necessity of good form. In this category, Algernon’s care for Bunbury is 

irreproachable. When Algernon learns that Jack also uses form to hide his 

business, audiences may begin to suspect that in this world good form enables the 

desires of many characters.   

Still, while Jack meets many of the criteria for being Ernest, his 

performances don’t change the well-established uses of concepts such as identity. 
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When Jack proposes marriage to Lady Bracknell’s daughter Gwendolen, Lady 

Bracknell inquires into Jack’s personal life to expose the truth by verifying it and 

eliminating lies. Jack must meet certain standards of eligibility for his name to be 

written on the “list of eligible young men” in Lady Bracknell’s pocket-book 

(265). The truth about Jack is necessary for legitimating his authority to propose, 

even though this legitimation is so abstract that it seems useless in sight of Jack 

and Gwendolen, who are flesh-bound, full of life, and engaged to each other in 

most ways already. Still, Jack submits to Lady Bracknell’s inquiry and answers 

her questions well enough: occupation? smoking; age? twenty-nine; expertise? 

nothing; residence? country house, town house — all quite proper for an eligible 

young man in Lady Bracknell’s book. Lady Bracknell inquires about solid signs 

of knowledge, stability of his home, and the manner of his social relations, the 

material conditions of his existence.  

The problem here is that Lady Bracknell fails to get past her insistence on 

identity to allow Jack and Gwendolen to satisfy their attraction. Lady Bracknell 

gets stuck on the assumption that a name must refer to a stable, socially-

established individual. She admits that heredity is among the more “minor 

matters,” but it still stands as grounds for denying Jack’s proposal (266). Despite 

his apparent suitability, the final obstacle to the obvious marriage plot is a flimsy 

abstraction. When Jack admits, “I don’t actually know who I am by birth” (266), 

he suggests that knowing “who I am” is to be found in some other matter than 

“what I do” or “how I live.” Still, one may read Jack’s admission as a blunt fact: 

like anyone, he does not come to know who he is by birth. The question of “who I 
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am by birth” has little significance except insofar as it determines other, more 

material characteristics of one’s life. But in this way, it ought to be merely a 

secondary concern. Certainly, one owes much to one’s forebears for the 

conditions of one’s life. But these conditions are not usually contingent on 

anything as abstract as one’s essential being. Lady Bracknell does not see things 

this way, though, and as Jack desperately provides facts about the train line, 

station, and hand-bag where he was found, Lady Bracknell replies, “The line is 

immaterial” (267). An interesting choice of words to describe what might more 

simply be called “unimportant,” the word “immaterial” here confirms that Lady 

Bracknell expects some sort of material proof to corroborate what she sees in 

front of her.   

Thus, we may see Lady Bracknell’s inquisition as Wilde’s caricature of 

Victorian respectability and idealism, the voice of social propriety. She prioritizes 

correspondence truth by defining people in terms of their relation to abstract 

ideals. She is a distortion of respectable stability rather than a depiction of a 

feeling human being. Jack claims he “Never met such a Gorgon . . . I don’t really 

know what a Gorgon is like, but I am quite sure that Lady Bracknell is one.  In 

any case, she is a monster, without being a myth, which is rather unfair” (268). 

Her monstrous idealism is out of touch with reality and her imposition of abstract 

morals of heredity is “unfair” to the man who must live without knowing his 

parents. Like a Gorgon, her gaze turns vital flesh into stone. She fossilizes the 

varied and mutable experiences of living people by judging them through social 



45 

criteria of breeding. The truth she seeks is well-defined and rigid, and Wilde 

portrays her as a hard, deadening authority.  

While Lady Bracknell holds on to her abstract conception of truth here, 

other characters show more interest in making their illusions consequential than in 

eliminating them. Lies fulfill these characters’ desire to make real a fantasy life of 

satisfaction and “wickedness” that promises the power of self-determination. 

Jack’s ward, Cecily, for example, has always fantasized about Ernest, who she has 

been told is her “wicked cousin” (275) living in the city. She finally does meet 

“Ernest” in the form of Algernon, who has come to the country to get a look at his 

young “cousin.” By now, “Ernest” has been the subject of much talk in the 

country. Cecily tells Algernon airily, “of course a man who is much talked about 

is always very attractive.  One feels there must be something in him, after all” 

(283, my emphasis). Although there is certainly no essential character “in” Ernest, 

the talk about him gives the impression of solidity. When Ernest (Algernon) 

proposes marriage to Cecily, she tells him that in her diary she has fabricated the 

story of her engagement to Ernest, complete with a Valentine’s day proposal, 

passionate letters, and one brief break-up. Cecily is clearly interested in the forms 

of talk that establish the sense of character, regardless of the presence or absence 

of a “real” Ernest. Her diary provides a perfect form to justify an impulsive and 

personal desire.     

Gwendolen, too, has had plans for Ernest since before they met. The name 

“Ernest” seems to be her only criterion for a perfect man. She says,  
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For me you have always had an irresistible fascination. Even 

before I met you I was far from indifferent to you. We live, as I 

hope you know, Mr Worthing, in an age of ideals. The fact is 

constantly mentioned in the more expensive monthly magazines, 

and has reached the provincial pulpits I am told, and my ideal has 

always been to love someone of the name of Ernest. There is 

something in that name that inspires absolute confidence. The 

moment Algernon first mentioned to me that he had a friend called 

Ernest, I knew I was destined to love you. (262, my emphasis)   

E(a)rnestness is a powerful ideal for Gwendolen, and a useful one because it 

“inspires absolute confidence.” Gwendolen doesn’t seem to care about conceptual 

uncertainty here, and in that way she celebrates the beauty and conventional 

satisfactions of earnestness, regardless of whether they fail to fulfill some 

shadowy promise of logical correspondence to things. The idea is so powerful that 

it seems there must be “something in that name,” something in the concept itself 

that needs no referent to produce its effects. Earnestness captures a form of life 

for Gwendolen: it is championed by major institutions such as print media and the 

church that order both regular rhythms of time (monthly magazines and weekly 

sermons) and experiences of space (provinces vs. cosmopoles). Still, she 

overlooks Jack’s less earnest behaviors. He offers stammering, equivocal 

expressions of devotion, for example, as when he claims, “Miss Fairfax, ever 

since I met you I have admired you more than any girl … I have ever met since … 

I have met you” (262). Jack’s mundane “admiration” is late and based on limited 
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sensations of available specimens. His phrasing suggests that he may yet admire 

some other who he has not met. The audience may through this shilly-shallying 

admiration that Jack doesn’t have his performance down pat yet; but earnestness 

is still a functional ideal, and one that Jack might attain under the right 

circumstances.   

Unlike Lady Bracknell, Gwendolen finds the practical, aesthetic, and 

physical satisfactions of truth more important than conceptual and referential 

stability. Although E(a)rnestness is conventional, she still finds in it the poetical 

and rhetorical intensity, the “sensuous force” of metaphor-making, that Nietzsche 

locates in the lie that eventually becomes recognized as truth (“On Truth” 257). 

When Jack complains that he doesn’t think the name Ernest suits him, Gwendolen 

replies “It suits you perfectly. It is a divine name. It has music of its own. It 

produces vibrations” (263). In this progression from “divine” to “music” to 

“vibrations,” we can trace the trajectory of an abstract concept from immateriality 

to sensation to physical response. This movement puts final emphasis on the 

name’s affective consequences. When Gwendolen claims that the name “produces 

vibrations,” she draws attention away from the question of its representativeness 

(does it really suit the man she knows as Ernest?) to the real importance of a 

name, which is to produce the vibrations that thrill her. Even if we consider one’s 

name to be the most specific kind of signifier possible (the least false in 

Nietzsche’s terms), Gwendolen’s interest is in the common consequences of the 

signifier rather than its object.     
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Earnest emphasizes music and vibrations from the beginning, and such 

references to music call up the question of art’s representational power. Music 

lacks the double-heartedness, the irony, the mendacity of the word, as Walter 

Pater writes in his essay “Style.” He harps on music as “the ideal of all art 

whatever, precisely because in music it is impossible to distinguish the form from 

the substance or matter, the subject from the expression” (35). Literature, an art of 

words, achieves this excellence only “in the absolute correspondence of the term 

to its import” (35). In other words, literature only succeeds through perfect 

representation. An ideal literature would be one that cannot or does not lie, one 

that does not pose a problem of reference.   

Wilde responds to this idea of correspondence by calling attention to the 

necessity of use for understanding the “substance” or “subject” of music. For 

example, after Lady Bracknell withholds her consent to Jack and Gwendolen’s 

marriage, stage directions state that Algernon “strikes up the Wedding March” 

and Jack commands him, “don’t play that ghastly tune” (267). Of course, it is not 

just the tune that Jack objects to, but the message that haunts it: Algernon wants to 

celebrate a wedding and Jack shrinks at his failure to progress toward marriage. 

There is nothing inherent in the wedding march that says “wedding,” however, 

but only its common use in the context of weddings that gives it any import. 

Later, when Gwendolen and Cecily discover that the men they love are not named 

Ernest, Jack and Algernon approach the ladies cautiously, and stage directions 

have them “whistle some dreadful popular air from a British Opera” (295). Peter 

Raby, in his notes to Earnest, writes that here “Wilde is exacting his revenge on 
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Gilbert and Sullivan” by having his actors whistle out of tune (367 n. 1), likely 

from the satiric opera Patience, a lampoon of aestheticists. If this musical 

reference has any meaning, it is not because it has a stable essence or a strong 

correspondence between form and subject; instead, the reference becomes 

meaningful through convention and repetition.   

 While audiences need prior experiences of music to get Wilde’s musical 

references, they get everything they need to understand how the characters use 

and misuse words to manipulate their meanings. These instances show the link 

between a speaker’s intentions and motives on the one hand, and the implications 

and consequences for an auditor on the other. After Gwendolen expresses her love 

of the name Ernest, Jack tests her feelings about the name Jack. She declares that 

the name “produces absolutely no vibrations,” and Jack bursts out, “Gwendolen, I 

must get christened at once—I mean we must get married at once.  There is no 

time to be lost” (263). If Jack wants to marry Gwendolen, his identity as Ernest 

must be unassailable. He covers his shortcoming with the plausible phrase, “I 

mean we must get married at once.” Here, “I mean” sounds like a way to clear up 

confusions to get closer to the truth. Yet Jack’s shift in “meaning” shows little 

interest in correspondence truth; instead, it shows his attempts to hide the 

linguistic moves necessary to enable the consequences he desires. The christening 

and the marriage both entail speech acts (naming, committing), and both are 

necessary to achieve the ends Jack desires. But if they are metonymically related, 

they suggest widely different consequences in this situation, where Gwendolen 

wants to hear his excitement about marriage.   
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To “mean” is not to signify a correspondence but to produce an 

understanding in one’s auditors that will enable one’s satisfaction. This is what 

Austin is pointing to when he talks about perlocution, which may or may not 

follow illocution,
4
 and Wilde plays with the fact that the exact form of an 

utterance leads to common senses of what a speaker means. In this way, it is clear 

that words only make sense to those who know the conventions for interpreting 

the form of a statement. To the extent that Jack can choose different ways of 

saying something, he can test the perlocutionary effects of his words. And to the 

extent that he fails to get his meaning across, he is responsible for failing to make 

an appropriate choice of words.   

At the end of the play Algernon, too, manipulates the consequences of his 

words by repeating the phrase “I mean” until he finds a meaning that works as he 

intends it to. When he has committed himself to marrying Cecily, he fumbles with 

an explanation of the demise of his false friend, Bunbury:   

Algernon. [Stammering.]  Oh!  No!  Bunbury doesn’t live here.  

Bunbury is somewhere else at present.  In fact, Bunbury is dead. 

Lady Bracknell:  Dead!  When did Mr. Bunbury die?  His death 

must have been extremely sudden. 

Algernon: [Airily.]  Oh!  I killed Bunbury this afternoon.  I mean 

poor Bunbury died this afternoon. 

Lady Bracknell:  What did he die of? 

Algernon: Bunbury?  Oh, he was quite exploded. 
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Lady Bracknell:  Exploded!  Was he the victim of a revolutionary 

outrage?  I was not aware that Mr. Bunbury was interested in 

social legislation.  If so, he is well punished for his morbidity. 

Algernon: My dear Aunt Augusta, I mean he was found out!  The 

doctors found out that Bunbury could not live, that is what I 

mean—so Bunbury died. 

Lady Bracknell:  He seems to have had great confidence in the 

opinion of his physicians.  I am glad, however, that he made up his 

mind at the last to some definite course of action, and acted under      

proper medical advice. (297, my emphasis). 

What Algernon says is true in a metaphorical way: in various ways, it’s right to 

say Bunbury was “killed,” “quite exploded,” or “found out.” Still, he attempts to 

deceive Lady Bracknell, letting her do half the work of creating a plausible 

interpretation. She is ready to believe Bunbury became victim to anarchist 

violence or literal adherence to his doctors’ prognoses. But Algernon’s true 

statements about Bunbury are misfires in another way because they do not do the 

work he wants them to do. In this sense, they read as deceptions for Lady 

Bracknell, who doesn’t know what the audience knows about Bunbury. 

Algernon’s task here is to find words that mean what he wants them to mean, both 

for Lady Bracknell and for his more knowing double, Jack. And this requires 

determining the common interpretations of words that will lead to specific 

consequences. After all, he doesn’t want to be blamed for murder or expected to 

account for Bunbury’s location and health anymore. Algernon’s language may be 
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multiplicitous, but we may nonetheless be able to roughly delineate how its use 

leads to common interpretations and consequences.   

Wilde further pokes at the idea that words are inherently uncertain when 

his absurdly unimaginative characters, Ms. Prism and Rev. Dr. Chasuble, naïvely 

fail to respond appropriately to metaphors. The absurdity of their 

misunderstanding is a farce, as when Chasuble honeys Prism with a metaphor: 

“Were I fortunate enough to be Miss Prism’s pupil,” he says, “I would hang upon 

her lips.  [Miss Prism glares.]  I spoke metaphorically.—My metaphor was drawn 

from bees. Ahem!” (274). Without the aesthetic sense to imagine that “hang upon 

her lips” could mean anything sweet, anything other than the embrace of student 

and governess, Prism (that unwitting, hard and dim vessel of refraction) makes a 

fool’s mistake of sticking to what could only be called a strictly grammatical 

interpretation of the phrase. Later, Prism attempts to reply in kind to Chasuble’s 

metaphor, and has similar trouble making herself intelligible. “Maturity can 

always be depended on,” she says, “Ripeness can be trusted.  Young women are 

green.  [Dr. Chasuble starts.]  I spoke horticulturally.  My metaphor was drawn 

from fruits. But where is Cecily?” (277). Prism’s metaphor misses her intended 

consequences, implying that she is sexually experienced—that is, not “green” in 

terms of love. Chasuble is scandalized.  

Stanley Cavell points out that metaphors offer a unique case in which the 

referential properties of words are stretched to their limits. To understand what 

Shakespeare’s Romeo means when he uses the metaphor “Juliet is the sun,” for 

example, “I must understand the ordinary or dictionary meaning of the words it 
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contains, and understand that they are not there being used in their ordinary way, 

that the meanings they invite are not to be found opposite them in a dictionary” 

(Must We Mean What We Say? 79). Metaphors are therefore often “wildly true—

mythically or magically or primitively true” or “wildly false” (though it is 

possible that one could literally “have a bee in his bonnet”) (Must We Mean What 

We Say? 80). Understanding metaphors is not a matter of knowing both a 

“grammatical” and “rhetorical” meaning and choosing one, but instead a matter of 

knowing how a speaker is using a particular utterance in a particular situation. 

Wilde’s characters suggest that it is absurd to imagine that a metaphor or literary 

language is simply undecidable—as absurd as Prism and Chasuble’s confusion 

with the “grammatical” interpretations of metaphors. Some readers may take this 

to be an indication that the grammar of words is less important than their rhetoric. 

But the irony of Wilde’s play is that the words might mean exactly what their 

speakers want them to mean—that is, that Chasuble fantasizes about kissing 

Prism, and Prism offers her experience to entice Chasuble. Their metaphors may 

not be conceptually stable, but in any case they offer insight into what these 

characters want. Their desires and intentions are not mysterious.   

 

Does Anyone Object to the Marriage of These Two?  

There is yet one troubling fact about lies in Earnest: they do no harm. In 

the world of the play, lies are meant to achieve mutual joy, pleasure, and 

consummation, though in our world we know that they are often used to 

manipulate and exploit. Elsewhere in Wilde’s work, it is clearly impossible to 
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separate lies’ creative and destructive aspects, their beauty and their horror. 

Earnest remains comic because characters never have to deal with much 

suffering, destruction, or horror. Perhaps this lack of emotional fullness is what 

led George Bernard Shaw to write of Earnest, “Clever as it was, it was [Wilde’s] 

first really heartless play” (95). For us, lies may be more complicated, costly, and 

dangerous. Who benefits from a lie? Who suffers?
5
 Who does a lie dominate? 

Again, these are not questions of systemic language but of personal intentions, 

actions, and consequences. Furthermore, liars notoriously lose control of their 

words as they often have to maintain or elaborate on their lie to keep ahead of the 

facts. Immanuel Kant argues that a lie’s “consequences cannot easily be foreseen” 

(63), which is precisely why he argues that one should follow a moral law that 

applies in all situations. But Wilde is allergic to a stable moral law, and he implies 

that satisfaction may be better than consistency. Wilde suggests that life is always 

unstable, but that one’s words (and their aesthetic and moral implications in every 

case) are at least roughly dependable for enabling relationships with others that 

are satisfying. Earnest imagines a world in which the consequences of lies are 

always good, and mutual pleasure presides over the unity of material and 

imagination. This one-dimensionality reveals that there is no universal moral 

criterion for lies, and thus that it is reductive to condemn them for producing 

uncertainty and breaking linguistic contracts. Like any set of words, lies are tools 

for their users to do what they intend and say what they mean—good or bad, 

pleasing or exploitative.   
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More than just a melodramatic marriage plot, Earnest marries the common 

sense opposites, lies and truth, in a denouement that promises satisfaction. 

Nowhere is this marriage more clear than when Jack’s “real” name turns out to be 

Ernest. This final farce is deeply satisfying: it coheres with the play’s vertiginous 

denials of moral foundations, providing a full cadence to the work’s joyous fugue 

from social constraints. It also sounds the trumpets for a kind of pragmatic 

concept-making that might affirm efforts to flourish.
6
 Interestingly, when Jack’s 

original name turns out to be Ernest, he says, “I mean it naturally is Ernest.” One 

may read this “I mean” in the context of the other instances of “I mean” in the 

play, which is to say as a lie that intends to manipulate consequences rather than 

stating the truth. But after the marriage of truth and lie, there is no need for “I 

mean” to mark only falsehood or dissemblance. Jack’s original name is just as 

true as anything else now that it has the proper documentation and now that 

characters vaguely agree that it is plausible enough. Like the truth for Nietzsche, 

Jack’s original name is taken as fact even though it is merely a long-forgotten 

creation. And since the name Ernest fulfills Jack’s needs nicely, why question it 

further?  

This reliance on form ties up life’s loose ends beautifully. Marriages will 

follow, we assume. The sudden collapse of arbitrary divisions between Jack and 

Gwendolen, Algernon and Cecily, Chasuble and Prism, fact and fiction, and truth 

and lies, suggests that such divisions need never have been an obstacle. The play 

ends with an exhortation on the “vital Importance of Being Earnest,” a phrase that 

calls attention to the vitality of the characters, a liveliness that challenges any 
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temptation to see the play’s action and presentation as purely mechanical or 

systematically false.   

An Aesthetics of Lies 

Keeping Earnest in sight as a pinnacle of Wilde’s aesthetics of lies helps 

us understand what he means in his aesthetic dialogue, “The Decay of Lying.” 

This dialogue takes place between an aesthete, Vivian, and an eager but 

sometimes doubtful interlocutor, Cyril, and it can be read as an ode to the 

supremacy of aesthetic detachment. Vivian takes aim at realist writers who 

“[insist] on going directly to life for everything” (8), as if the quality of art were 

related to the veracity of its references. Instead, Wilde advocates an art of lies, 

where a lie is “Simply that which is its own evidence” (6). Unlike de Man, 

however, Wilde explicitly discusses “use” in disapproving tones. Wilde finds 

ordinary language use to be degraded, associating it with utilitarian banality rather 

than the language of art: “As long as a thing is useful or necessary to us,” Vivian 

claims, “or affects us in any way, either for pain or for pleasure, or appeals 

strongly to our sympathies, or is a vital part of the environment in which we live, 

it is outside the proper sphere of art” (19). Vivian disdains art that is entangled 

with ordinary life, but his particular problem is with art that refers to ordinary life 

and artists who naively assume that their art should be social and political 

activism. Like Nietzsche, he prefers a world of lies because it is also a world of 

wonders, a world of “beautiful and impossible things” (54).  

But if Vivian disdains reference, he does not recognize how common 

language use is still necessary for him to communicate pictures of beautiful and 
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impossible things. When he claims that art is “a veil, rather than a mirror,” he 

describes art’s ability to produce images of impossible things like mythical 

creatures and snow in summer. The words for these things are not referential 

because these impossible things don’t exist. Yet it is telling that Vivian’s 

interlocutor, Cyril, responds, “I like that. I can see it” (32, my emphasis). Cyril 

can “see” it because he has learned how to picture these particular impossible 

things. The veil does not hide the nature of reality from us, but instead shows 

things to us in a unique way. It does not show us ourselves, like a mirror, but 

offers a thin screen through which imagination can project impossible images. A 

friend of mine recently called to my attention a snappy phrase on a t-shirt: “A 

rhino is just a chubby unicorn.” The combination of the exotic but worldly 

creature and the mythical one offers insight into the space where art happens: a 

conceptual world where impossible things may be just as significant as real ones. 

But the projection of either of these creatures would not be possible without the 

common uses of words and concepts that allow us to imagine them. This is a 

pragmatic use of language too—even if it’s not utilitarian and banal.    

Although Vivian isn’t explicit about how words must have common 

meanings to produce the images of his ideal art, he does explicitly criticize Pater’s 

desire for art to bridge the gap between form and substance, declaring that “Art 

never expresses anything but itself” (44). This statement refutes the assumption 

that fiction must refer to reality, at the same as it reinforces the idea that 

understanding literature requires great attention to what words say—regardless of 

what they may hide from us. Still, Vivian’s claim oddly retains its emphasis on 
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expression as reference, where reference becomes enigmatically self-reflexive. 

But this should not corner us into what Dewey calls “a completely esoteric theory 

of art” (88). After all, what does it mean for art to “express itself?” Vivian doesn’t 

seem to consider the fact that getting anything out of art—even experiencing art 

as art—requires knowledge of the social practices that surround our talk about 

unicorns and snow in summer. In this way, even Vivian’s art depends on live 

human beings to produce and interpret its expressive qualities. Vivian’s polemic 

against reference and utility does not fundamentally exclude ordinary experience 

and ordinary meaning, though it does delineate the expectations of an art meant to 

give pleasure and exploit the imagination.  

Although Wilde talks about art as a self-referential object, his examples in 

both Earnest and “The Decay of Lying” suggest that it is also a practice. If art is a 

form of a lie, it often seems to be a practice that liberates us from the constraints 

of reference and stable meanings. The aesthetics of the lie calls attention to our 

own desires to manipulate social forms artfully and deliberately. As Hannah 

Arendt notes, the liar is “an actor by nature; he says what is not so because he 

wants things to be different from what they are—that is, he wants to change the 

world” (250). One might interpret Wilde’s treatise as an attempt to show how art 

makes reality. Vivian claims in “The Decay of Lying” that “Life imitates art far 

more than Art imitates life” (33). He supports this case with descriptions of 

people whose lives follow the plots of fictions, implying that all it takes to 

produce new forms of life is new fictions. Vivian makes a similar claim that 

nature also imitates art. He argues that “One does not see anything until one sees 
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its beauty” (42), and artists reveal the world in their beautiful creations: “There 

may have been fogs for centuries in London. I dare say there were. But no one 

saw them, and so we do not know anything about them. They did not exist till Art 

had invented them” (42). If art is the referent of life, it is the referent of nature, 

too.  

This seems at first like another Wildean paradox, a simple grammatical 

reversal of a common sense idea that art refers to the world. Some might call this 

radical constructivism; Wilde’s contemporary Max Nordau dismissed it as “a 

statement so silly as to require no refutation. It is sufficient to characterize it as 

artistic mysticism” (322). But some literary critics may not be so quick to dismiss 

Vivian’s claims, particularly as they bear some resemblance to Jacques Rancière’s 

concept of “the distribution of the sensible.” Rancière writes,  

Political statements and literary locutions produce effects in 

reality. They define models of speech or action but also regimes of 

sensible intensity. They draft maps of the visible, trajectories 

between the visible and the sayable, relationships between modes 

of being, modes of saying, and modes of doing and making. They 

define variations of sensible intensities, perceptions, and the 

abilities of bodies. (Politics of Aesthetics 39) 

This argument partakes in the poststructuralist logic that the linguistic system 

determines what a person can mean and do, hinting at the same grammatical 

reversal of traditional reference that Vivian refers to. Rancière holds that by 

defining what can be seen, what can be described, and what can be located within 
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the ontological landscape of experience, politics and literary art structure 

everyday life. In their most sanguine form, claims such as Rancière’s lead to the 

sense that aesthetic representations condition rational knowledge, and that they 

therefore offer opportunities for creating new forms of life. This is a newer 

development on the old idea that reference is deeply misleading: because we deal 

in chains of signifiers only, while the objects of signifiers are unknowable, 

alternative signifiers (or novel performances) will produce new senses of reality.   

 But this is like saying that you can change a tyrant by replacing their 

sword with a telescope. It assumes that the tools are the problem in discussions of 

prejudice and exclusion, rather than recognizing that the problem is the user and 

their malice or carelessness with the tools they have. In any case, the kind of 

political change Rancière seems to be asking for may not amount to a change in 

form of life so much as a shift in our focus, a change in the ways one sees oneself 

in relation to others. Words can be used to change one’s focus, too. Even Prism 

and Chasuble know how to draw their interlocutors’ attention away (“Ahem!” he 

says, and she asks “Where is Cecily?” to change focus from their metaphor 

blunders). Certainly some words ought to change to promote sensitivity and 

respectful awareness, but these issues also require attention to social actors who 

use and misuse language.  

Moreover, Vivian’s idea may be more subtle than a simple reversal of 

traditional models of reference. His evidence ought to be suspect in an essay in 

which a lie is “that which is its own evidence.” Vivian’s examples don’t require 

any verification to meet the basic requirements of plausibility and appropriateness 
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that a good lie possesses. In this way, Vivian implies a wholesale questioning of 

the idea that reference should be the basis for anything. Vivian inquires, “For 

what is Nature,” and answers:   

Nature is no great mother who has borne us. It is in our brain that 

she quickens to life. Things are because we see them, and what we 

see, and how we see it, depends on the Arts that have influenced 

us. (42) 

In this statement, Vivian does not offer any indication whether Nature or Art has 

any ontological priority. Instead, he points to the centrality of the mind and its 

involvement in patterns of use—particularly “the Arts that have influenced us” to 

see things and to value them. Yet art and its influences need not be constraining, 

for Vivian’s kind of art entails the imagination of “beautiful and impossible 

things.” It does not merely reinforce the deceptions and blindness of the social 

and political world, but instead trades in the joyously deceptive experimentation 

of imaginative experiences without reference.   

This may not require new language, though it does require something new 

of many of us. In this way, political problems like exclusion may respond to a 

realignment of values and actions or a return to common sense. William James 

argues that common sense is a particularly sturdy architecture of knowledge. 

When constructing new truths, he writes, “You may alter your house ad libitum, 

but the ground-plan of the first architect persists—you can make great changes, 

but you cannot change a Gothic church into a Doric temple” (Pragmatism 83 

[check page]). If the metaphor of the blueprint poses conventional structures as 
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restrictive, however, we must remember that common sense is a product of 

innumerable trials and errors (our own as well as those who taught us). Habits can 

change, and new thoughts and words can, theoretically, change the sensible 

world. But this change does not happen in abstraction from the conceptual system 

that extends from bodily needs and desires.
7
 As Wilde shows us, normative 

desires for marriage, family, and money need not be restrictive: if they can be 

performed pleasurably without closing the escape routes of being Ernest or 

Bunbury, all the better. Wilde’s conscious performances of truth-making in 

Earnest may work, but they only do so to the extent that they put pressure on 

words to express values and interests.   

 Furthermore, in the rush to exclaim the liberatory power of literature, we 

risk living in denial of the fact that social encounters based on convention, trust, 

and verification—despite their threat of constraint—make life manageable. 

Lauren Berlant goes so far as to say that these conventions make life bearable, 

even when the objects of one’s attachments are “cruel.” She writes, “whatever the 

content of the attachment, the continuity of the form of it provides something of 

the continuity of the subject’s sense of what it means to keep on living on and to 

look forward to being in the world” (“Cruel Optimism” 21). Conventional form 

sustains one’s attachments to objects and “scenes of desire” (21), whether these 

attachments lead to flourishing or not.  

 Even Earnest does not allow for simple, utopian freedom. The play 

acknowledges that simply saying something new does not make it so. Jack would 

not really be Ernest unless he met the social criteria necessary for establishing it 
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as a fact. Even the play’s joyous abandon implies difficulties. What kind of life 

would follow the deliriously sudden and total fulfillment of the characters’ 

desires? How could we ever believe promises of monogamous devotion given by 

young people who are so self-absorbed, impatient, and indecisive? How can Lady 

Bracknell’s stony gaze not remind us of the necessity of coping with the ever-

present, serpentine locks of social and economic propriety? Certainly, lies offer a 

temporary way out of obligations, and Wilde’s play commits to making this 

escape permanent.
8
 But there is no reason to see radical conceptual freedom as 

necessarily liberating—or necessarily satisfying. 

 

“The Portrait of Mr. W.H.”  

While Earnest and “The Decay of Lying” push the logical limits of 

aesthetic pleasures and deceptions, Wilde’s story “The Portrait of Mr. W.H.” 

explores the limits of lies and the persistence of common criteria for truth. This 

story dramatizes Montaigne’s idea that our words are our ties to each other, 

portraying the failure of lying and forgery to create a truth. In the story, Cyril 

Graham uses “internal evidence” (155) in Shakespeare’s sonnets to prove that the 

“W.H.” of the Bard’s dedication stands for Willie Hughes, a boy-actor in 

Shakespeare’s troupe.
9
 Graham’s friend Erskine refuses to believe the theory 

completely until some external evidence can be found. Graham answers with a 

portrait of Willie Hughes, but when Erskine finds out it is a forgery, he calls it a 

“horrid lie” (168) and accuses his friend of false reasoning: “You start by 

assuming the existence of the very person whose existence is to be proven” (171). 
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Erskine requires some proof to corroborate the truth of the theory, but Graham 

sees Willie Hughes as the truth, an imagined reality that needs no better 

justification than a finely crafted lie. Graham acts like Nietzsche’s “intuitive 

man,” who is happy in his irrationality while Erskine is the “rational man,” whose 

“inartistic” nature gives no happiness. Erskine refuses to accept Graham’s lie 

unless it meets the common criterion of being verified with external evidence, 

evidence like Ernest’s father’s name in the military directory.  

Graham takes his theory as far as it will go, but his commitment does not 

make it true. When he dies, apparently by suicide, he leaves behind a letter for 

Erskine saying that ‘he was going to offer his life as a sacrifice to the secret of the 

Sonnets” (169). Unlike in Earnest, no last-minute revelations ensure the truth of 

the lie. And if Erskine is meant to read the suicide as a noble act in the name of 

truth, it adds little weight to a case that requires other kinds of evidence than 

commitment. Suspiciously, Graham’s suicide note itself is questionable as 

evidence of suicide: despite being “evidently written in the greatest agitation and 

distress of mind” (169), the note isn’t specific enough to link Graham’s 

“sacrifice” definitively to the act of suicide. Erskine tells the narrator, “You forget 

that a thing is not necessarily true because a man dies for it” (171). No matter how 

compelling Graham’s systematic explanation and his apparent commitment to die 

for the theory, without serious, commonsense proof, it remains behind the veil of 

art with other beautiful, impossible things. The theory isn’t a serious one, since it 

doesn’t cohere with ordinary forms of life surrounding the production and proof 

of a theory.   
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But commitment to a fine idea still binds the narrator to Graham and 

Erskine, and the narrator takes up the task of proving Graham’s theory. In other 

words, this deception is more a matter of personal concern and solidarity than a 

matter of purely logical proof. The narrator pursues W.H. by creating a textual 

portrait, deducing W.H.’s life-story based on the “internal evidence” of the 

sonnets. He teases out the boy’s family life, his temperament and acting skill, his 

contractual bond to Shakespeare and their eventual estrangement, and finally 

several possible scenes that imagine his death abroad. This portrait evokes pathos 

as it fleshes out the love-lorn Shakespeare and the object of his admiration. Still, 

after the narrator fills in the theory of Willie Hughes, he loses heart and doubts the 

theory. Although he defends literary forgeries as “merely the result of an artistic 

desire for perfect representation” (145), his dissatisfaction with these 

representations becomes clear. His failure lies in seeing the theory as an 

unprovable reference, rather than a beautifully imagined thing.  

Similarly, Wilde frustrates readers’ attempts to discover stable queer 

identities using the “internal evidence” of the story. Any discoveries we make are 

inadmissible without “external evidence.” Kevin Ohi argues that unlike race and 

gender, which are often assumed to be self-evident,  

sexuality explicitly raises questions of interpretation: a deceit that 

is not the exception but the rule, of the ways that ostensibly neutral 

onlookers are implicated in the interpretation of desire, of a 

fundamentally uncertain relation between signs and their 
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meanings, of the obscure relation between desired and desiring 

bodies and the forms of meaning that animate them. (5) 

Assuming the existence of Wilde’s queerness, we easily read Cyril Graham as 

queer too. But what certainty can we have without external evidence (which is 

conspicuously absent in so many pieces of literature)? For example, take this 

description of Graham in his school days: “He was effeminate, I suppose, in some 

things, though he was a very good rider and a capital fencer” (152-3). As an 

effeminate expert in the sensual activities “riding” and “thrusting,” Graham might 

seem to an ordinary reader to be a queer character. In another uncertain move, the 

narrator takes pains to over-explain passages from the sonnets that are maybe too 

sexually suggestive. He describes how W.H. must have joined another acting 

troupe when Shakespeare laments, “Every alien pen has got  my use / And under 

thee their poesy disperse” (163). The narrator then explains, “the play upon words 

(use=Hughes) being of course obvious, and the phrase ‘under thee their poesy 

disperse,’ meaning ‘by your assistance as an actor bring their plays before the 

people’” (163-4). The play upon words is far from obvious, and even if readers 

accept the narrator’s argument, we may easily doubt the proposed explanation for 

what every “alien pen” could be “dispersing” under young Hughes. Perhaps a 

little more than a little explanation is much too much: the overt avoidance of 

sexual interpretation may be the strongest case for making a sexual interpretation. 

A similarly contorted disavowal occurs when the narrator explains how 

“Shakespeare promised Willie Hughes immortality in a form that appealed to 

men’s eyes—that is to say, in a spectacular form, in a play that is to be looked at” 
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(181). The narrator seems to define “appeal” in a generally aesthetic way that 

obscures the sexual connotations of “appeal[ing] to men’s eyes.” Regardless of 

the blunt misdirection of the narrator’s overdetermined explanations, the textual 

evidence for homosexual practices among the characters (and their author) cannot 

provide the kind of solid objectivity that a desire for reference entails. But this 

does not mean that we must be baffled by the characters’ attractions to 

Shakespeare and the idea of Willie Hughes. 

The story positions readers as forgers, analogous to Graham, the narrator, 

and Wilde himself, all of whose “portraits” can never withstand close scrutiny for 

verifiable truth. But this lack of proof is, for Wilde, precisely not the problem. 

Instead, “The Portrait of Mr. W.H.” calls for readers to consider alternatives to the 

desire for reference. How do we get a sense of the truth from the words of the 

text, even if we can’t prove it? If we take seriously, along with Cavell, the words 

of the text, their definitions and implications, we might still gain insight into the 

development of attachments and commitment to an idea that Wilde’s story shows.  

 

An Infamous Marriage, or, Reconciling Differences: Wilde on Trial and in Prison 

It is hard to hold the line of the inherent uncertainty in language when 

faced with the pathos of Wilde’s social downfall. Many readers identify with 

Wilde’s need for freedom, and his attempts to evade the consequences of living 

“the love that dare not speak its name.” If this love was unspeakable, however, 

it’s not because it didn’t have a name but because people wouldn’t allow it to be 

spoken (much less practiced). The texts of Wilde’s social downfall reiterate the 

limit points of the possibilities of meaning in language by continually showing 
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that Wilde’s words have important social implications and consequences. At the 

same time, the common implications of Wilde’s words also enable readers and 

auditors to gain insight into what he wanted and what he thought. We are just as 

responsible for our response to Wilde as he is responsible for making himself 

intelligible. Wilde’s words offer us a way of speaking again what he spoke, and to 

assume that they are inherently, structurally deceptive, or at odds with themselves, 

is to abdicate responsibility for accepting Wilde on his own terms.  

Although Wilde might see the value of Montaigne’s contention that we 

have no other tie upon each other but our word, the aesthetic liar would surely 

balk at the Frenchman’s claim that "In plain truth, lying is a hateful and accursed 

vice" (88). For Wilde, even lies can bind people together, and they may offer the 

means of hiding or protecting from some of the desires, pleasures, or loves we 

share with others. Yet Wilde is denied these positive values by the official curse 

of a desire for stable, referential truth. Prosecutors in his trial sought to entrap him 

with the truth behind his public representations, both physical and textual. First, 

Wilde sued the Marquess of Queensberry for libel, and then twice defended 

himself (unsuccessfully) from state prosecutors on charges of “gross indecency.” 

None of the pleasing lies and unfounded statements Wilde told were sufficient for 

putting his inquisitors at ease, and his intentions—to please his audience, to defy 

and confound his inquisitors—had implications that were not welcome in court.   

During the libel trial, Wilde defended himself from Queensberry’s 

accusation that Wilde was “posing as sodomite,” without necessarily denying that 

he had committed sodomy. This distinction between his pose and his actions is 
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important because it inquires into Wilde’s texts as representations of himself. He 

denies that his character is present in The Picture of Dorian Gray, claiming that 

“novels and life are different things” (Holland 103), and this claim is roughly 

consistent with his anti-realist, anti-reference aesthetics. But he distances himself 

from Vivian’s liberatory claims that life and nature imitate art. When 

Queensberry’s defense lawyer, Edward Carson, presses Wilde to state plainly 

whether Wilde endorses any of his “Phrases and Philosophies for the Young.” 

Wilde replies, “My work never aims at producing any effect but that of literature” 

(Holland 73). Carson presses harder, however, and Wilde eventually concedes, “I 

don’t myself believe that any book or work of art ever produces any effect on 

conduct at all. I don’t believe it” (Holland 74). For all the apparent certainty of 

these denials, Wilde leaves open the question of what “literature” does and what 

other aspects of human life besides conduct literature may influence. The “effect” 

of “literature” seems here to imply that literature has a common effect. Wilde 

leaves to his audiences to imagine what that effect might be, whether it is to 

imagine impossible things and experiences or simply take pleasure in the sonority 

of words.  

Despite the precariousness of his condition, Wilde seems unable to 

overcome the temptation to make his testimony into a theatrical production. Once, 

when asked whether he had kissed Walter Grainger, a servant, he responds with a 

flippant one-liner that could have ignited audiences at a staging of Earnest: “Oh, 

no,” Wilde declares, “never in my life; he was a peculiarly plain boy” (Holland 

207). The paratactic logic of this statement implies that he would have kissed 
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Grainger if the boy had been beautiful. Here, Wilde seems as unwitting as Prism 

and Chasuble when he fails to account for the consequences of his utterances. He 

may be pandering to his audience for laughs, or playing along with the farce of his 

trial. Or maybe his words are just miscalculated. In any case, he seems not to 

anticipate the consequences of this statement. Carson pounces, “Didn’t you give 

me as the reason that you never kissed him that he was too ugly?” (Holland 208). 

Wilde explodes indignantly, “Pardon me, you sting me, insult me and try to 

unnerve me in every way. At times one says things flippantly when one should 

speak more seriously, I admit that, I admit it — I cannot help it. That is what you 

are doing to me” (Holland 209). Wilde wants to be charming and paradoxical, but 

the law’s insistence on “truth” has its own practical aims: to wound and shame the 

proud playwright, and to catch him in a lie. His flip quip may be a slip, but it 

shows him, ipso facto, as an actor in a crimson stage light, blushingly “posed” as 

sodomite.  

 Wilde’s suit against Queensberry for libel ends when the discussion moves 

from who’s who in Wilde’s oeuvre to who’s in his bed and who stained the 

sheets. As the prosecution brings forward rent boys, procurers, blackmailers, and 

disgusted hotel staff, any beauty in Wilde’s airy aesthetics of life takes on the hue 

of a harsh reality. Material facts produce a picture of Wilde much more vivid and 

certain than that of his texts. Wilde may have lied to protect himself, and 

witnesses may have lied about the details of what they saw of him. This doesn’t 

mean that it’s impossible to know what they were up to, and it doesn’t mean that 

it was right to incriminate Wilde. Did Wilde think he could live a kind of De 
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Manian literary uncertainty in his life? Regardless of his intentions and despite his 

extraordinary ability to win over his audiences with play and paradox, his speech 

acts are “unhappy,” in Austin’s terms (How to Do Things with Words 14-5). He is 

not vested with the proper authority to establish his preferred truth in court.  

Wilde in prison presents a negative image of Earnest’s joyous marriage of 

truth and lies: the law forcefully denies falsehood, multiplicity, and alternative 

interpretations. This is an extreme form of certainty, the kind that de Man is likely 

responding to by appealing to literary uncertainty. There is a truth, the law says, 

and it is not beautiful. The law imposes the unaesthetic life on Wilde to make 

plain to him that all the pleasures of artifice can be replaced with the harsh 

material facts of deprivation, suffering, and a silence that kills poiesis. His 

solitude, loathsome food, the plank bed and the mindless, painful work of picking 

oakum—these material facts impose an order about which the prisoner has no 

choice. If an earlier Wilde had maintained that “even in prison a man can be quite 

free,” Richard Ellman writes that “It was just such nonsense that the prison 

authorities found insupportable. They knew, if Wilde did not, that a man with a 

pain tearing at his bowels cannot be at peace” (Oscar Wilde 483). The prisoner 

ceases to be the maker of his own life as the prison system attempts to instill in 

him the truth that aesthetic judgment means nothing. Wilde seems to capitulate to 

the abrasive truth the state wants to impose on him, and in one letter to Robbie 

Ross, he writes, “prison-life makes one see people and things as they really are. 

That is why it turns one to stone. It is the people outside who are deceived by the 

illusions of a life in constant motion. They revolve with life and contribute to its 
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unreality. We who are immobile both see and know” (De Profundis and Other 

Prison Writings 165). Wilde, victim of the Gorgon’s ugly gaze, finds his body and 

its behaviors fixed in the stone walls of prison. If one can deceive oneself outside 

into thinking that words significantly change one’s life, these deceptions lose their 

potency in a situation where they change nothing. 

Some critics read Wilde’s letter from prison, commonly known as De 

Profundis, as a barbed confession of his crimes and shortcomings.
10

 But if we are 

tempted to read De Profundis as an authentic representation, there are glimmers 

of Wilde’s old, deceptive aesthetics. Sheldon Waldrep goes so far as to say that 

De Profundis “is a literary performance: an attempt to seem contrite, it is at the 

same time a mode of revenge on the one person, Lord Alfred Douglas, whose 

youth and self-absorption let Wilde down, but whom he still loves” (62). De 

Profundis thus reads less as an opening of Wilde’s heart than as a desperate 

attempt to wound his lover. By inducing guilt and shame, Wilde might produce 

his desired consequence: Douglas’s apologetic return and renewed commitment to 

the fallen author.  

In De Profundis, Wilde adapts the aesthetics of lying to the scant materials 

at hand: his emotional and spiritual life. Prison is the “world in which nothing 

happens but emotions, and in which consequently emotions have a power, a 

proportion, a permanence that is beyond the possibility of description” (De 

Profundis and Other Prison Writings 41). Emotions, though usually intangible, 

become the artist’s medium. Wilde is clear about how he will “make” his world 

into something beautiful:  
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I have got to make everything that has happened to me good for 

me. The plank-bed, the loathsome food, the hard ropes shredded 

into oakum till one’s fingertips grow dull with pain, the menial 

offices with which each day begins and finishes, the harsh orders 

that routine seems to necessitate, the dreadful dress that makes 

sorrow grotesque to look at, the silence, the solitude, the shame — 

each and all of these things I have to transform into a spiritual 

experience. There is not a single degradation of the body which I 

must not try and make into a spiritualising of the soul. (De 

Profundis and Other Prison Writings 104) 

Wilde retains that sense of being able to exchange the real for the ideal, 

transforming the painful truth of reality into a spiritualized affirmation of 

aesthetic agency. His belief in the art of self-invention persists, offering an 

opportunity for escape even when the walls have closed in, when the most 

fundamental aspects of bodily existence have been stripped of their aesthetic 

value. Silence disarms his poietic potential and his former linguistic power 

manifests in the imperative to control his emotional and spiritual circumstances.  

Deprived of the possibility of action, denied the pleasures of speaking with 

others, Wilde cannot experience the pleasures of artistic expression except in the 

emotional expressions of his body. Wilde writes, “sorrow...is at once the type and 

test of all great Art. What the artist is always looking for is that mode of existence 

in which soul and body are one and indivisible: in which the outward is expressive 

of the inward: in which Form reveals” (De Profundis and Other Prison Writings 
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109-10, my emphasis). Kevin Ohi sees Wilde working toward Pater’s aesthetic 

unity of form and substance here (131-2). But the return to reference is 

questionable because Wilde specifies that he is searching for a “mode of 

existence” in which the relationship between outer and inner makes sense. This 

mode of existence sounds like a form of life in which it is clear what the criteria 

for interpretation are, and it is clear how to respond to the uses of words (even if 

we cannot see the inward, exactly).  

By calling for an art that is expressive, Wilde pushes past the reference 

model toward a model of art as use within ordinary cultural practices. According 

to Bernie Rhie, Wittgenstein poses the question why we are so apt to interpret 

expression and meaning “as indirect rather than immediate, … as if all we can see 

or hear or feel are what the natural sciences say our senses can, and that anything 

more that we ‘perceive’ must be the indirect result of interpretation or 

projection?” In other words, why assume that when we see a timid-looking face or 

hear a melancholy melody, we respond by interpreting the parts of a face or the 

parts of a melody as signifiers of absent meaning? Rhie continues, claiming that 

our ability to recognize emotional expressions  

is not merely biological in nature (not simply ‘hard-wired’ into us) 

but a kind of skill or technique that therefore requires enculturation 

(the full mastery of concepts like ‘timidity’). Whether or not we 

are fully familiar with a given state of mind will be shown by how 

we react to its appearance in others. Someone who is blind to a 

person’s timid expression might, for example, treat him with 
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indifference, rather than the sympathetic concern he wants or 

needs. 

If Wilde’s focus is on a “mode of existence” in which expressions can take place, 

he seems to be searching not for better means of reference but for cultural 

conditions in which his expressions can be understood rightly. The problem is not 

with expression, but with people whose enculturation has led them to discount the 

sorrow of a prisoner or the love of two men for each other. The difficulty of art, 

then, is to lead audiences with the words they know to make one’s sensations 

intelligible.   

From the lows of prison life to the highs of theatrical stardom, truth and 

lies for Wilde remain matters of action, style, and creativity, inseparable from the 

consequences they enable. Wilde’s emphasis on the consequences of 

performances offers a picture of language fully articulated to life, a picture that 

shows not what is to be found in literature but what it means to read literature and 

know “how to go on.” Wilde is an attractive example of the multiplicity and 

decenteredness of lying, qualities and a practice that often seem to be defining 

traits of modernist literature. But clearly Wilde's lies do more than simply disrupt: 

they enable, they satisfy, they allow one to conform to the contours of normal 

desires. They are often conflicted acts in complex situations. For Wilde, lies are 

intimately tied to the praxis of self-representation and satisfaction that makes 

social life possible—and bearable.  

As Wilde’s lies point toward the force of common concepts and their 

consequences, the next chapter takes up Joseph Conrad’s insistence on truth, in 
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life and in fiction. There, I seek to understand what truth might mean in a 

modernist intellectual climate of uncertainty and skepticism. 
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Chapter Two  

What is the Truth of Fiction? Joseph Conrad on Knowledge, 

Acknowledgment, and Pragmatic Aesthetics in Heart of Darkness and Lord 

Jim 

Joseph Conrad’s language seems to some critics to be proof that language 

is a barrier, not only between people but also between oneself and one’s world. 

F.R. Leavis suggested long ago that that Conrad’s “adjectival insistence” on 

words like “inscrutable,” “inconceivable,” and “unspeakable,” is an 

“interposition” and an “intrusion” in the reading process, the effect being “not to 

magnify but rather to muffle” the world of the text (177). If language should 

magnify the world, it seems that Conrad’s language fails to do so. One might just 

as easily be bugged by a nominative insistence on duty, fidelity, conviction, and 

solidarity, words that seem to stand for things that defy description. One of the 

most significant of these nouns is truth, but this word, and the impression of 

agreement, knowledge, or conceptual certainty it implies, is somewhat out of tune 

with the picture of Conrad that emerges from much criticism of his works.  

Critics have been more likely to find Conrad deceptive or elusive than 

truthful, often failing to express what he wants to say rather than successfully 

sharing his meaning. Edward Said locates Conrad alongside Nietzsche, Marx, and 

Freud in “the history of the duplicity of language” (The World, the Text, and the 

Critic 90). For Said, Conrad discovers “that the chasm between words saying and 

words meaning was widened, not lessened, by a talent for words written. To have 

chosen to write, then, is to have chosen in a particular way neither to say directly 
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nor to mean exactly in the way he had hoped to say or to mean” (90). In other 

words, Conrad’s intentions falter because of his undependable tools. Cedric Watts 

reads Conrad’s works for their “covert plots,” plots that ordinary readers miss, 

and Fredric Jameson makes a critical axiom out of discovering covert meanings in 

his Marxist reading of Lord Jim. Jameson argues that “readers and critics of 

culture” should “estrange” their understanding of the novel’s overt themes of 

courage and cowardice (217). As if hunting for a truth in a vast ecosystem of lies, 

Jameson claims that late-capitalist readers should see that the book’s apparent 

themes of feudal honor “must mean something else” (217). That is, words fail and 

this failure negates everything we thought we knew.  

Even when critics don’t find the texts deceptive, they read in Conrad an 

extreme contingency of knowledge that destabilizes truth. Said, for example, sees 

the issue in Conrad’s work to be that “all human activity depends on controlling a 

radically unstable reality to which words approximate only by will or convention” 

(Culture and Imperialism 25). This contingency often marks a conceptual and 

linguistic failure, too, as Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan claims, when desire for 

concepts like truth, faith, and myth is thwarted by their collapse under modern 

pressures of contingency and change. Mark Wollaeger emphasizes that Conrad is 

a skeptic. He clarifies that skepticism does not mean “a diffuse sense of social 

detachment and a reluctance to believe in the existence of ascertainable truths,” 

but it does mean that “the narrative, descriptive, and generic modes of Conrad’s 

fiction enact the operations of skepticism as a perpetual assessment of ‘our 

constructions of the world’” (xiv, xvii). Whether the novelist’s work shows 
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linguistic failure, textual deception, or the constant instability of our world, it 

would seem that critics cede little ground in which to cultivate Conrad’s idea of 

truth.  

I concede that a reader may often feel deceived, obstructed, misled, or 

confused when reading Conrad’s works, and that epistemological instability is a 

fact every reader of Conrad must deal with. But it is also a fact that truth is one of 

Conrad’s highest aesthetic principles. He claims in his “Preface” to The Nigger of 

the Narcissus, his most ambitious and well-known statement of aesthetics, that art 

is “a single-minded attempt to render the highest kind of justice to the visible 

universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold and one, underlying its every 

aspect” (11). Art that succeeds is art that speaks truth. But what is the truth for 

Conrad? From this declaration we might assume the writer is either an empirical 

realist (“justice to the visible universe”), or a romantic idealist (the unspeakable 

truth “underlying” the surfaces of the visible). The apparently equivocal 

descriptors “manifold and one” suggest that the truth defies simple objectification. 

And the fact that it must be “rendered” as “justice to the visible universe,” 

reinforces the idea that it is a product of human activity rather than a pre-existing 

entity.   

Perhaps the definitional fog surrounding truth makes it easier for readers 

to talk about deception and linguistic failure, or perhaps our critical vocabulary is 

more invested in the proliferation of linguistic deceptions and lacunae than in 

discussing the truth of what fictional texts say.
1
 Fiction, is, after all, the opposite 

of truth; it is that peculiar cultural practice of storytelling, writing, and reading 
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that involves imagining unreal things rather than real ones. To suggest otherwise 

sounds absurd, undermining common sense as well as Aristotle’s old contention 

that “it is not the poet’s function to relate actual events, but the kinds of things 

that might occur and are possible in terms of probability or necessity” (59). 

Perhaps, as Lubomír Doležel claims, if we can make truth statements about 

fictions, we can do so only in terms of their truth in other “possible worlds” that 

present their own enclosed semiotic systems (15). For Doležel, these possible 

worlds are not subject to truth-valuation, even when, say, Charles Dickens’s 

London bears resemblances to the real-world of nineteenth-century London. But 

this doesn’t seem to be what Conrad is trying to say. In the “Preface,” he claims, 

“My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word to 

make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see” (14). Conrad 

intends for his fiction to produce a vision of reality that we might know as well as 

he does. This is a vision of “the visible universe” rather than an ideal world or an 

autonomous world of make-believe.  

I argue that the complexity of Conrad’s truth requires a pragmatic 

examination of its uses in his fiction. This kind of examination begins with 

William James’s idea of a pragmatic truth: “Any idea that helps us to deal, 

whether practically or intellectually, with either the reality or its belongings, that 

doesn’t entangle our progress in frustrations, that fits, in fact, and adapts our life 

to the reality’s whole setting, will agree sufficiently to meet the requirement. It 

will hold true of that reality” (102). James’s approach aims not at a definition of 

truth, but rather at a close look at what truth is instrumental for. This approach 
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assumes that language is one way that we develop agreement between each other 

and between our ideas and the world, and it does not require that world to be 

static or complete. Truth is not metaphysical or absolute because it is a part of 

ordinary interactions, knowledge, and utterances. In Conrad’s work, the truth 

marks the value of agreement, shared knowledge, and rough conceptual certainty 

that exist despite the epistemological and cultural contingencies of modern life. 

Conrad shows how the truth fits in our lives, and how the language of fiction 

illustrates our bonds to each other, even across the apparently unbridgeable 

divides between individuals, nations, and cultures.  

This argument cannot account for every use of truth in Conrad’s work, but 

the apparent difficulty of defining the truth need not deter us from considering 

how truth is significant for his characters and for his readers. Conrad’s insistence 

on truth suggests that we should question the ways his work has been seen in a 

canon of modernist inwardness, deception, and linguistic failure. Instead, 

Conrad’s truth calls for us to accept a broader range of modernist values and 

investments, recognizing the ways modernists’ language works as often as it fails. 

 

Literature and Truth 

The character Charles Marlow is crucial for this argument because he is a 

figure for the author as storyteller: in The Heart of Darkness, he narrates his 

experiences as a riverboat pilot on the Congo, and in Lord Jim, he narrates the 

circumstances of his friendship with the young, often cowardly sailor Jim. 

Marlow’s narratives are given to audiences within the novels (a boat full of other 
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sailors in Heart, and an unnamed listener and reader in Lord Jim). One may argue 

that, because he is a fictional character who reports on events that “actually” 

happened to him, Marlow isn’t telling fictions at all and that consequently, we 

must limit our inquiry about truth to his fictional world. This is the thrust of 

Kendall L. Walton’s argument in Mimesis as Make-Believe. Walton writes that 

“fictional truths” are things that are “true in a game of make-believe” (35), even 

while he attempts to maintain a pragmatic understanding that “make-believe 

provides practice in roles one might someday assume in real life, that it helps one 

to understand and sympathize with others, that it enables one to come to grips 

with one’s own feelings, that it broadens one’s perspectives” (12). But I argue that 

Marlow’s narratives are not just pretend play, not just practice for more serious 

processes of thought and action. In fact, the literary device of Marlow’s narrative 

collapses the difference between factual report and fictional narration. Marlow 

asserts the truth of his experiences and this insistence feels as if it is meant for us, 

too.
2
 Conrad’s fictions are presented as facts and subjective impressions, and we 

perceive them in roughly the same way Marlow’s textual audiences do. Because 

Marlow’s audiences, like us, are removed from the events of the stories and 

remain nameless listeners, Conrad’s texts make clear that there may not be much 

difference between one’s response to factual reports and to fictional ones. If, as 

J.L. Austin assumes, fictional language is “used not seriously, but in ways 

parasitic upon its normal use” (22), Marlow’s fictional audiences disprove the 

inference that “serious” language always requires an immediate action or 
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response. Marlow’s auditors aren’t required to respond much differently from 

readers.   

This is not an extreme position. Many readers intuit the fact that truth in 

fiction behaves like truth elsewhere. In other words, Conrad’s Congo is simply the 

Congo of his time, just as Dickens’s London is simply London, regardless of what 

aspects of them narrators describe and what scenes the characters enact there. 

John Gibson calls this idea the “humanist intuition:” “the thought—or hope—that 

literature presents the reader with an intimate and intellectually significant 

engagement with social and cultural reality” (2). This kind of humanism seems at 

first to be contrary to a classic view of modernist art that, as Malcolm Bradbury 

and James McFarlane argue, turns “from realism and humanistic representation 

towards style, technique, and spatial form in pursuit of a deeper penetration of 

life” (25). Yet Conrad’s appeal to truth is humanist precisely because it makes a 

claim on readers to see human lives in their environments, from London to the 

Congo to the seas of South Asia.  

Gibson defends the humanist intuition using Stanley Cavell’s concepts of 

“knowing” and “acknowledging,” concepts that suggest that fictions can be 

pragmatically, conceptually significant, even if they are not logically verifiable. 

Acknowledging, Gibson writes, is “a form of understanding” that does not 

involve “knowledge of the nature of the bit of reality before [us]. It consists in the 

mind’s awareness of what is better described as the role a piece of knowledge 

plays in a form of life” (107). If knowing is not attended by acknowledging—if 

knowledge doesn’t take up an appropriate role—there is a “sense in which we 
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cannot really know what it is that we are saying” (111). To illustrate, Gibson 

proposes two hypothetical characters who fail to acknowledge: the Simpleton and 

the Sadist. Show the Simpleton a wounded person and he will admit the person’s 

injury is serious and that he ought to call an ambulance, but he might not do 

anything about it. The Simpleton “knows” what is wrong, but does not 

acknowledge “what he is thereby called on to do” (104). In this way, 

acknowledgement is a “fulfillment” of knowledge; it is a matter of putting 

knowledge to work in its proper role within the realm of human activity.  

The Sadist fails to acknowledge in a slightly different way. Show him a 

tragedy and he will readily admit that he knows the characters are suffering, but 

this knowledge invokes laughter rather than sympathy or tears (105-6). If the 

Simpleton fails to put his knowledge to work in any role, the Sadist puts his 

knowledge to work in an alternative role that makes him seem inhuman. In both 

cases, understanding requires not just logos but also pragma, a culturally-

conditioned action or response without which logos remains peculiarly empty and 

lifeless.    

Gibson describes how literature produces acknowledgment that bridges 

the gap between knowledge and the forms of life in which this knowledge is 

significant: “literature traces and gives testament to the bond between our words, 

our concepts, and the concrete body of our culture…. Literature is that corner of 

intellectual activity that archives how understanding fully crosses this remaining 

divide between mind and world” (120). Yet as he aligns acknowledgment with 

literature and knowledge with philosophy, he refuses to let truth follow 
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understanding across the divide. Gibson admits that “with a little bit of tinkering” 

one might well bring matters of truth and knowledge into this model of humanism 

(186). But he wants to show “that a viable theory of humanism is, contrary to a 

long-standing prejudice, not dependent on [truth and knowledge] at all” (187). 

Should humanists so readily surrender the truth? What are the stakes of such a 

concession? 

Conrad maintains that the value of literary truth is precisely in bringing 

into view a shared reality. This kind of truth gives some clarity in the midst of 

conceptual fog, and it solidifies the sense of a shared world between the writer 

and readers. In a personal letter, he writes,  

words, groups of words, words standing alone, are symbols of life, 

have the power in their sound or their aspect to present the very 

thing you wish to hold up before the mental vision of your readers. 

The things ‘as they are’ exist in words; therefore words should be 

handled with care lest the picture, the image of truth abiding in 

facts should become distorted — or blurred” (Selected Letters 

124).  

The link between words and the world is “symbolic,” and they seem to represent 

faithfully “the very thing” they refer to. But this version of representation is not so 

pure as it appears at first. The picture one wants to convey may easily be 

“distorted” or “blurred” by careless handling, so the connection between words 

and world depends on the writer’s ability and commitment—and the reader’s, by 

implication—rather than on simply saying words for what one sees. This process 
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of creating an image depends on normal criteria for understanding; it depends on 

readers’ nearly-automatic understanding of the roles words play in culture and 

social life. The idea of truth “abiding in facts” suggests that the truth isn’t simply 

the same thing as facts, though it does bear a close relation to them. In short, 

Conrad’s truth speaks for pragma and acknowledgement as much as it does for 

logos and knowledge.  

When Gibson consigns truth to one side of the bridge between knowledge 

and acknowledgement, he relies on a definition of truth that is in tension with his 

own theoretical model. Gibson’s truth is the truth as logos. Based on verifiable, 

empirical propositions, this truth aims at correspondence between words and 

world. But this theory of truth is too rigid for Conrad, and it’s also too rigid for 

Gibson’s and Cavell’s model of language, which is based on Ludwig 

Wittgenstein’s late work, especially his Philosophical Investigations. 

Wittgenstein’s philosophy is the source of the idea that words become significant 

in the context of forms of life.
3
 If there is a connection between words and the 

world, this connection is made possible by cultural conventions that determine 

what roles words will have. Wittgenstein writes, “What is true or false is what 

human beings say; and it is in their language that human beings agree. This is 

agreement not in opinions, but rather in forms of life” (Philosophical 

Investigations §241). These “forms of life,” cultural practices like the reader’s 

ability to produce a “mental vision” from words, or the writer’s careful handling 

of words to produce an image, are the closest thing to grounds on which truth-talk 

rests. According to Wittgenstein, there are well-established cultural practices of 
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description, measurement, reporting, forming and testing a hypothesis, and these 

practices are the criteria for what counts as a true description, measurement, 

report, or test. In short, the truth is just as much pragmatic as it is logical, for it is 

produced by agreement about the roles of truth in our forms of life.   

William James’s version of truth similarly focuses on the productive 

agreements the concept allows. Like Wittgenstein, James writes that the 

“contents” of daily experience are neither true nor false; instead, “Truth is what 

we say about them” (36). This pragmatic truth works toward making ideas agree 

with reality, but agreement is not a matter of correspondence. According to 

James, an idea that agrees with reality is one that helps us deal with it in 

dependable ways, engendering valuable forms of dependability, satisfaction, and 

capability. James writes, “To ‘agree’ in the widest sense with a reality, can only 

mean to be guided either straight up to it or into its surroundings, or to be put 

into such working touch with it as to handle either it or something connected with 

it better than if we disagreed” (102). This form of truth engages with both facts 

and the cultural practices that produce them and make them meaningful. James’s 

truth works to connect logos and pragma: it is concerned with knowledge as it is 

bound to words that reflect human cultures, habits, and thoughts. And this kind of 

truth, like Conrad’s truth, may also be “distorted” or “blurred” by carelessly 

handling our instruments.   
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Learning Acknowledgement in The Heart of Darkness  

The Heart of Darkness shows Marlow working through some of the 

distortions and blurs of language use, asking his audience to “see” the world in his 

words rather than simply knowing it, persuading them to acknowledge more fully 

the pragmatic concerns of the language we already know. Marlow begins his story 

aboard The Nellie, just down the Thames from London: “‘And this also,’ said 

Marlow suddenly, ‘has been one of the dark places of the earth’” (5). This is not 

simply a claim on our knowledge, for even a Simpleton could recognize the 

logical truth that London had been dark before the age of electric lights. Instead, it 

is a claim on our ability to “imagine” the history of London’s colonization by the 

Romans and the “idea” that sustained the colonizer’s violent reality (6-7). These 

images make a claim on our ability to acknowledge colonists and victims of 

colonization beyond the simple, lifeless knowledge that they strive or suffer, and 

beyond the confines of Marlow’s fictional world. If we can imagine their 

circumstances, the narrative quickens our culturally-conditioned responses to 

suffering.   

Throughout the novel, Marlow himself struggles to bridge the gap 

between knowledge and acknowledgement, and these struggles are described as 

matters of truth. Coming to know the truth is a slow, difficult process, and it 

involves coming to terms with the forms of life that concepts refer to. Marlow 

often appears to be a Simpleton character: he begins his journey to the Congo 

with only lifeless knowledge of the place. In London, looking for a job on a ship, 

he sees a map of Africa on which the blank spots of his childhood maps have been 
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filled in. But if the symbols on the map seem to record knowledge about Africa, 

Marlow discovers at each step how little his prior knowledge is worth. After 

reaching the Congo, he is tasked with retrieving a sick European trader from the 

interior of the country. But at the trading company’s central station, his mission 

up river has stalled because his boat has a hole in it and has sunk near the bank of 

the river. Waiting for rivets to make repairs, Marlow falls among other European 

“pilgrims” at the station who seem equally occupied by waiting for supplies and 

“backbiting and intriguing against each other in a foolish kind of way” (29). 

Marlow is strange here, and his strangeness provokes the curiosity of a pilgrim he 

calls a “papier-mâché Mephistopheles” (31), a brick maker who has not made a 

brick for a year because he lacks supplies. Mephistopheles interrogates Marlow to 

find out if he is one of the “gang of virtue” (32), like Kurtz, whose idealistic zeal 

has gotten him promoted quickly. Mephistopheles discovers nothing: ‘It was very 

pretty to see how he baffled himself, for in truth my body was full of chills, and 

my head had nothing in it but that wretched steamboat business. It was evident he 

took me for a perfectly shameless prevaricator” (29-30). The only “truth” Marlow 

knows is his feverish body and the frustration of his stasis. He doesn’t understand 

what Mephistopheles is up to, and he doesn’t understand the purpose of the 

knowledge he is supposed to produce. Mephistopheles thinks that Marlow’s 

simple answers hide knowledge, and Marlow appears to be a “prevaricator” 

because his answers don’t speak to the significance of his inquiry. Marlow’s 

failure to acknowledge  what he knows reads as a failure to tell the truth.   
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By embracing the role of the Simpleton, allowing himself to be associated 

with the gang of virtue, Marlow admits that he has gone “near enough to a lie.” 

He tells his audience, “You know I hate, detest, and can’t bear a lie, not because I 

am straighter than the rest of us, but simply because it appalls me. There is a taint 

of death, a flavour of mortality in lies” (32). Garrett Stewart makes much of the 

novel’s link between lying and death, both physical and social, and the figure of 

the Simpleton shows just how this form of social death comes about. The 

Simpleton is socially unresponsive, dead to those forms of life that bind people 

together and that form the foundations for pragmatic truth. Yet Marlow justifies 

misleading Mephistopheles by saying the deception puts him in solidarity with 

Kurtz, “whom at the time I did not see—you understand” (32). Marlow pleads for 

his audience to “understand,” in part asking them to see the purpose and necessity 

of misleading, but also to suggest that solidarity with Kurtz is yet another 

Simpleton’s mistake, a failure of acknowledgment that soon makes itself clear.   

As Marlow learns more about Kurtz, the sailor struggles to come to terms 

with the reality of the trader. The struggle is made more difficult because the 

words used to describe Kurtz are lifeless and abstract. Marlow hears Kurtz is a 

“very remarkable person” (22), “an exceptional man” (27), and “a prodigy, [...] an 

emissary of pity and science and progress, and devil knows what else” (30). 

Marlow knows what these words mean, but he lacks a dependable understanding 

of the role these words should play in his understanding of Kurtz’s forms of life. 

Marlow laments to his audience in the boat on the Thames, “He was just a word 

for me. I did not see the man in the name any more than you do. Do you see him? 
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Do you see the story? Do you see anything?” (32). Kurtz was “just a word,” but it 

is precisely through words that Marlow must make the trader visible to us. So 

much depends on seeing Kurtz: if we can’t see him, we may not be able to see the 

story, and maybe nothing at all. It may be tempting at this point to say that the 

words would always fail to express what Marlow wants them to. How can we see 

Kurtz? How can we see the story?  

A reader might answer, “we cannot see Kurtz; we are in the dark.” The 

passage that follows reinforces the solipsistic response in some ways, but its style 

and structure suggest that language is still powerful for producing agreement:   

“It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream—making a 

vain attempt, because no relation of a dream can convey the 

dream-sensation, that commingling of absurdity, surprise, and 

bewilderment in a tremor of struggling revolt, that notion of being 

captured by the incredible which is of the very essence of 

dreams...." 

He was silent for a while. 

"... No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey the life-

sensation of any given epoch of one's existence—that which makes 

its truth, its meaning—its subtle and penetrating essence. It is 

impossible. We live, as we dream—alone...." (32-3) 

Taking Marlow at his word, one might be moved by this vision of what David 

Rudrum calls the “transcendental solipsism” at the core of human experience: “we 

are all, after a fashion, living in our own world” (Rudrum 411).
4
 Yet this 
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solipsism is only a condition in which language becomes meaningful. Stanley 

Cavell concedes the reality of “transcendental solipsism” when he argues against 

a skeptic’s desire for proof that one can know another person’s mind. As we have 

seen, it is strange to assume that one can access another person’s mind like one 

accesses a garden (Must We Mean What We Say? 260). In fact, we have language 

to describe dreams to each other, even when the experience of a dream is 

incomprehensible to one’s own waking mind. While Marlow’s analogy of the 

dream sensation says that one cannot know another’s experience, the analogy puts 

this ostensibly unknowable experience into common terms that allow us to 

“picture” what another feels based on the remarkable commonality of experience 

that language allows us to communicate. Tellingly, Marlow appeals to “we” in his 

final sentence, showing that “we” share a common experience—even if that 

experience feels like isolation—and that “we” have conventional terms for 

communicating the experience of “absurdity, surprise, and bewilderment,” and 

“that notion of being captured by the incredible.” In this passage, solipsism is 

tempered by what Gibson calls “the wonder of agreement” (60), the power of 

what we can say and what we do know to understand other people’s experiences.
5
  

Marlow further complicates the solipsist’s interpretation as he continues 

speaking, acknowledging that he is not alone in the dark:   

He paused again as if reflecting, then added— 

"Of course in this you fellows see more than I could then. 

You see me, whom you know...." 
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It had become so pitch dark that we listeners could hardly 

see one another. For a long time already he, sitting apart, had been 

no more to us than a voice. (33) 

Even after darkness falls and his auditors literally cannot see him, his voice is 

more than lifeless words. Instead, his voice provides the yarn that allows them to 

grasp him. The men in the boat “see” Marlow and “know” him to some extent 

because they share the forms of life in which Marlow’s words bear significance. 

As Wittgenstein writes, a word has meaning “only because, as we might say, the 

place for it was already prepared” (§31). His words have a clear role in the shared 

life of his community, and this community can test his words for their truth.   

Furthermore, one might say that Marlow’s narrative prepares a place in 

our conceptual world for us to understand the pragmatic truth he’s sharing. Early 

in the tale, Marlow’s European aunt tells him he is “one of the Workers, with a 

capital—you know. Something like an emissary of light” (14). This form of 

Work—with a capital—is idealistic, and this idealism is extreme in the case of 

Kurtz, whose ideas of truth make him lose touch with reality. This contrasts what 

James Guetti rightly sees as Marlow’s focus on the practical necessities of work 

(255-6). Marlow claims that the many tasks of keeping his “tin-pot” of a boat 

running prevent him from going “ashore for a howl and a dance” like Kurtz, and 

he says that “There was surface-truth enough in these things to save a wiser man” 

(44-45). Yet Marlow’s idea of work has not prepared him for the wreckage of 

colonialism’s real Work. “For a time,” Marlow recalls, “I would feel I belonged 

still to a world of straightforward facts; but the feeling would not last long” (16). 
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Nor does the feeling last long for readers, who encounter what seem to be 

“incomprehensible” scenes: a French steamer on the coast of Africa, blindly 

“firing into a continent” (16); a group of Black mine workers dying slowly in a 

grove of trees (“The work! And this was the place where some of the helpers had 

withdrawn to die”) (20); the dead, forgotten body of an African man on the road 

to the central station (24). Through the ever-practical gaze of Marlow, these 

scenes help us understand more fully what “an emissary of light” and the “Work” 

are, so that when we hear of Kurtz that he is also “an emissary of light” (14) and 

“of pity and science and progress” (30), we develop a more practical grasp of 

what Kurtz is up to.  

Kurtz’s solipsism is unique because he has destroyed the foundations on 

which any kind of agreement might be reached. Thus, Kurtz appears to be the 

epitome of deception. Marlow reacts to his first glimpse of the man, saying, 

“Kurtz—Kurtz—that means ‘short’ in German—don’t it? Well, the name was as 

true as everything else in his life—and death. He looked at least seven feet long” 

(74). Kurtz seems to be the embodiment of colonialism’s bad faith; seeing the 

man, like seeing the reality of colonialism, recontextualizes the ideals and rhetoric 

that motivate him. But Kurtz’s falsehood is also a result of his severance from 

forms of life that Marlow can acknowledge. Kurtz’s “unspeakable rites” (61), 

which may relate to the human heads on stakes encircling his compound, are not 

“unspeakable” because language cannot communicate them or knowledge 

comprehend them. Marlow knows what he sees, and he tells us. Rather, Marlow 

cannot figure out how to acknowledge such practices in the realm of significant 
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human activity. Kurtz “had kicked himself loose of the earth. Confound the man! 

He had kicked the very earth to pieces” (82). In his apotheotic ambitions, he has 

severed his ties with human life altogether, becoming a sadistic character whose 

practices are untrue in a pragmatic sense, which is to say that they are 

incompatible with any form of life.  

What words could Marlow summon to make Europeans acknowledge 

Kurtz, if he can’t acknowledge the man fully himself? Marlow returns to Europe 

and readers get the sense that he is lying to protect Kurtz’s relations from the 

horror of the man’s life. But Marlow’s words would be only empty knowledge for 

these Europeans who have not seen the Congo. Marlow apparently affirms the 

view that Kurtz is the epitome of European society and its ideals. Marlow 

surrenders Kurtz’s official papers to a man from “the Company” (89); he confirms 

Kurtz’s cousin’s opinion that the man “was a universal genius” (90); he agrees 

with a journalist and one-time colleague of Kurtz, who claims that Kurtz was a 

brilliant orator and political extremist (90). Marlow assents to all these pictures of 

Kurtz, perhaps going “near enough to a lie” again by allowing his interlocutors to 

bury, in the loose soil of their own satisfaction, the man who “had kicked himself 

loose of the earth.” Readers, however, may be able to acknowledge more fully the 

peculiar ways in which it is true that Kurtz was, to the last, a “Company” man, a 

“universal” (albeit sadistic) genius, and a “brilliant orator and political extremist.”   

This pattern persists in Marlow’s final lie to Kurtz’s “Intended” bride. The 

Intended fears especially that “nobody will see [Kurtz] again, never, never, 

never!” (95), and that at his last moments there was “Perhaps no one to hear” him 
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either (96). She fears that Kurtz will be lost to the world of the living—and 

Marlow has seen that Kurtz is already completely lost. So Marlow lies, saying 

Kurtz’s last words were her name, instead of “The horror! The horror!” (86). By 

lying, he allows the Intended to remain confident in her faith in virtue. Although 

one may argue that the reason for Marlow’s lie is compassion, restraint, hope for 

redemption, or something else,
6
 its practical import is clear: the Intended can see 

Kurtz. She can sense him in her world of virtuous concepts.  

William Freedman believes Marlow’s acts are symptoms of “The Lie of 

Fiction,” the lie that the fictional artist is obliged to tell because of an “undying 

hope” in humanity (55). Freedman claims that for Conrad, “The truth, when we 

apprehend it, is at once too terrible for most of us to bear and less important than 

the call of compassionate fellowship among creatures worthy of forgiveness” 

(55). And yet, Marlow’s lie to the Intended may sound quite different to the 

audiences of Conrad’s fictions. Knowing what we know about Kurtz through 

Marlow’s narrative, about “the Work” and the darkness of colonialism, we can 

understand “the horror” committed in the name of the Intended, the horror in her 

simple blindness to reality, in the passionate idealist’s self-conception. She 

exclaims, “I knew… I was sure!” and Marlow remembers thinking mockingly, 

“She knew. She was sure” (96). Marlow may lie to the Intended, but for us, 

prepared much differently for the knowledge he apparently confirms, his 

utterance may offer a fullness of metaphor and reference that reads as something 

like a truth of fiction.
7
 This truth is a pragmatic one that guides us, in a very 
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complex way, “straight up to” the difficult reality of colonialism’s ideals, 

intentions, and often-obscured violence.  

 

What Lord Jim Knows 

An objection arises here: “how can you say that a lie exemplifies the truth 

of fiction?” Marlow does lie, and to say otherwise would be wrong. Only 

audiences who have been prepared to interpret his lie right are capable of seeing 

what’s true about it. If Marlow avoids a truth “too dark” for the Intended (96), 

there is clearly a danger that a plea for acknowledgment might be divorced from 

knowledge. This problem is crucial in Lord Jim. While in Heart of Darkness we 

know the contours of a map of the Congo and have to fill them in by 

acknowledging the scenes of our knowledge, the trouble in Lord Jim is mapping 

our knowledge largely on disconnected appeals for acknowledgment. Marlow 

grapples with the difficulty of determining whether the eponymous Jim is “true” 

or “false,” and he claims,  

I don’t pretend I understood him. The views he let me have of 

himself were like those glimpses through the shifting rents in a 

thick fog—bits of vivid and vanishing detail, giving no connected 

idea of the general aspect of a country. They fed one’s curiosity 

without satisfying it; they were no good for purposes of 

orientation. Upon the whole he was misleading. (55, my emphasis) 

Still, Marlow insists that Jim was “romantic, but none the less true” (243). How is 

it possible for Jim to be both “misleading” and “true?” And how does Jim’s story 
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bear on the truth of fiction? I argue that Lord Jim explores the dangers of losing 

touch with knowledge. Just as knowledge without acknowledgement is lifeless, 

Conrad shows how a plea for acknowledgment without concern for the facts risks 

losing touch with reality, and therefore undermining the truth.   

The facts of Jim’s story are relatively simple. He is the son of an English 

parson, drawn to sea by early experiences with “light holiday literature” (4). He 

learns his trade aboard a training-ship, where he imagines himself superior to 

others, a hero, even when he fails to save victims of a collision at sea. His 

fantasies of success are “the best parts of life, its secret truth, its hidden reality” 

(15). Perhaps the greatest crisis of Jim’s life occurs aboard the doomed steamer 

Patna, overcrowded with Muslim pilgrims on their way to Mecca. The Patna 

strikes a submerged object at night and, with a squall rushing on, the crew 

abandons the ship, believing it will sink and take everyone down with it. The crew 

loses sight of it and assumes it is lost, only to find out when they get back to shore 

that the Patna did not sink; it was towed to port by a French steamer. Jim is the 

only crew member who stands trial; he is found guilty and his sailor’s certificate 

is revoked. Marlow meets Jim during the trial, and he gives Jim a sympathetic ear 

and afterwards letters of introduction for employers at other ports. Jim then moves 

from one port to another, each one more remote from the widening circle of his 

public shame, ending up in the island state Patusan. There, he rises to prominence 

for resolving political and personal disputes. But when desperate, murderous 

pirates come to Patusan and are surrounded by local fighters, Jim promises the 

pirates free passage off the island. As they leave, they attack a group of fighters 
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down river and kill a son of one of the island’s chiefs. Jim takes responsibility, 

and the chief shoots him to death.  

For Jim, however, the facts are never as clear as his impressions, never 

sufficient for explaining the fullness of his experience. At his trial for abandoning 

the Patna, he makes a claim on his audience to acknowledge the complicated 

experience of fear, uncertainty, and confusion that he feels would explain the 

facts. Jim “tried to tell honestly the truth of his experience” (21), believing “only a 

meticulous precision of statement would bring out the true horror behind the 

appalling face of things” (22). Jim’s version of the truth seems to be beyond 

reality, and he laments that “The sound of his own truthful statements confirmed 

his deliberate opinion that speech was of no use to him any longer” (24). Sarah 

Dauncey claims passages like this exemplify Conrad’s belief in the failure of 

language to capture the “mystical” aspects of experience. Yet such a general 

conclusion about language overlooks the fact that Jim’s opinion is “deliberate,” a 

word that implies a labor that ignores reality in favor of an invented alternative. 

Dauncey argues that Conrad shows that the mystical resists articulation, and, 

using principles from Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, she 

suggests that “this recalcitrance is a mode of preserving its truth” (Dauncey 25). 

In short, language is limited, and what is “true” may remain so because it is 

unmarked by the confusions of language. This position may well describe Jim’s 

feelings about the matter, but Jim’s feelings are hardly a good indicator of what 

happened. The assessors in court only “demanded facts from him, as if facts could 
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explain anything!” (21). The assessors want knowledge, but Jim’s explanation 

gestures toward a truth far beyond the facts.   

This sense of the mystical may be a serious problem for Wittgenstein, and 

it certainly poses problems for Jim. Dauncey’s reading is at odds with a dominant 

strain of interpreting the Tractatus known as the “resolute reading.” One 

proponent of this reading, Cora Diamond, emphasizes Wittgenstein’s own claim 

in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that his propositions are “nonsensical,” and 

should be used “as steps—to climb up beyond them” (§6.54). According to 

Diamond, “it is not, not really [Wittgenstein’s] view that there are features of 

reality that cannot be put into words but show themselves. What is his view is that 

that way of talking may be useful or even for a time essential, but it is in the end 

to be let go of and honestly taken to be real nonsense, plain nonsense, which we 

are not in the end to think of as corresponding to an ineffable truth” (181). Jim’s 

belief in an ineffable truth and its unspeakability leads him to frustration. In court, 

he “wanted to go on talking for truth’s sake, perhaps for his own sake also” (23), 

even as his voice fails to illuminate what happened aboard the Patna. It is not that 

language cannot produce truth, but that Jim wants to say a truth that is 

disconnected from the truth of facts and at odds with the cultural expectations of 

the duties of a sailor. If the Simpleton and the Sadist offered two different ways of 

failing to properly acknowledge, Jim, the “romantic,” offers a third. We could call 

him a Sentimentalist because he seeks acknowledgment of his sense impressions 

even when they disagree with what we know (and what he learns) about reality.   
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In any case, Jim is wrong to think that “speech was of no use to him any 

longer,” for he finds an interested interlocutor in Marlow. The elder man 

understands that Jim’s struggles are “beyond the competency of a court of 

inquiry: it was a subtle and momentous quarrel as to the true essence of life, and 

did not want a judge. He wanted an ally, a helper, an accomplice” (68). The need 

for an “ally, a helper, an accomplice” speaks to a need for acknowledgment. 

Marlow understands that Jim is trying to express himself and to reaffirm his 

commitment to his community, despite the fact that he has failed in his basic 

duties. Yet Marlow is more than a just a sympathetic ear, more than just another 

Sentimentalist. He also tries to keep Jim honest about the facts. Sometimes this 

leads Marlow to be “irritated” (78) with Jim’s inconsistency. At times Marlow’s 

questions come out “a little viciously perhaps” (95), and he doesn’t mince words 

when talking about Jim’s failure. When Jim’s recollections lead “deeper into the 

impossible world of romantic achievements” (60), Marlow stops him short by 

reminding him of his abandonment, reflecting, “I was not in a merciful mood. He 

provoked one by his contradictory indiscretions” (61). For all Marlow is 

interested in acknowledging the young man’s opinions and impressions, this 

acknowledgment cannot occur without getting the facts straight, without finding a 

path through Jim’s “artful dodges to escape from the grim shadow of self-

knowledge” (58).   

Marlow’s narrative suggests that Jim’s “secret truth” is deficient—not 

because reality is unknowable but because there is no reality in which Jim’s 

explanations could excuse his cowardice. When he finally admits to Marlow that 
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he jumped from the Patna, the admission comes out as a curious evasion of facts: 

“‘I had jumped…’ He checked himself, averted his gaze…. ‘It seems,’ he added” 

(81). Of course Jim jumped: it is a matter of fact rather than a matter of 

appearance and perception. Jim’s addition of “it seems” implies an alternative 

possibility, but this is not so worthy of our attention as Jim’s failure to recognize 

the solidity of the facts. Jim explains of his jump, “I knew nothing about it till I 

looked up,” and Marlow ruminates, “And that’s possible too. You had to listen to 

him as you would to a small boy in trouble. He didn’t know. It had happened 

somehow. It would never happen again” (81). Jim tries to justify his response to 

the Patna accident at the same time as he dissociates this response from his 

knowledge. The result is that he devalues the facts and prioritizes his sensations, a 

result that widens the gap between Jim’s mind and his world.   

When Jim reaches his final outpost, the remote island nation of Patusan, 

he reaches the height of his Sentimentalism. His word becomes a kind of pure 

performative, untethered from any facts while miraculously producing agreement, 

satisfaction, and faith. Jim’s word feels like “the one truth of every passing day” 

(197) as he settles political and personal disputes. But without a firmer grounding 

in knowledge this performative truth is missing an important component: Jim 

“Could settle the deadliest quarrel in the country by crooking his little finger. The 

trouble was to get at the truth of anything” (195). This strange truth without 

knowledge only works in this remote, romantic world. As Marlow remarks, 

“Romance had singled Jim for its own—and that was the true part of the story, 

which otherwise was all wrong” (204). 
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This problem becomes clear in Jim’s tragic end, when the pirate 

“Gentleman Brown” comes to Patusan aboard a stolen schooner with a crew of 

“utter outcasts, enraged with hunger and hunted by fear” (259). Brown and his 

crew entrench themselves on a knoll near the main village and they cannot retreat. 

Jim comes to resolve the situation, and Brown argues that circumstances have 

brought him to this low point. Jim sympathizes with people who find themselves 

tossed by circumstance, people who appeal to a truth of their situations beyond 

the facts they find themselves mired in. Brown garners even more sympathy when 

he claims that he’s ready to die, but “There are my men in the same boat—and, by 

God, I am not the sort to jump out of trouble and leave them in a d—d lurch” 

(278). The mention of the “jump out of trouble” induces Jim’s silent guilt about 

the Patna episode while it stokes his belief that amnesty for Brown is the best 

policy.  

Jim promises to leave a clear path for Brown and his men to retreat, and he 

presents his case to the chiefs of Patusan. But Jim’s case rests only on the strength 

of Jim’s word as pure truth. He pleads with the chiefs, “I whom you have tried 

and found always true ask you to let them go” (286). He tells one, Doramin, “Let 

them go because this is best in my knowledge, which has never deceived you” 

(287). Yet Jim’s “knowledge” has long been at issue, and his self-deceptions may 

make his pledge sound hollow to some readers. Based on what he thinks he 

knows of his own case, Jim tries to acknowledge Brown’s plight. But Jim’s case 

is much different from Brown’s, for Brown is a self-conscious liar and a villain. 

Brown is also in cahoots with a resident of Patusan named Cornelius, a bitter and 
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vengeful man who used to have Jim’s job as trading agent, conspiring to kill Jim 

and loot the village. When Jim lets Brown go, Cornelius shows Brown a hidden 

stream that leads the pirates behind Doramin’s son’s encampment, where the 

pirates open fire and kill the son. Jim’s acknowledgment of Brown is a 

sentimental one because it is a product of his misconceptions about his own 

knowledge of the world.  

Jim’s sentimental concept of the truth arguably comes from reading too 

much “light holiday literature.” Jim’s theory of literature is stuck on sentiment, 

and this sentiment becomes an ideal truth for him. Yet Marlow offers an 

alternative to “light holiday literature,” and he does this by demanding that his 

readers connect themselves to the concerns of the story in a more complex way 

than simply imagining that it could have happened. If we take Jim seriously, his 

story places demands that we try to know him, try to discover a truth about him 

despite his contradictions. Craig Taylor suggests that it is precisely in our 

responses to Jim—where we excuse him or condemn him in the same way Jim 

excuses himself and condemns others—that we encounter the truth that he is “one 

of us.” We may fail to recognize “that our motives in trying to render Jim's 

character clear and unambiguous might lead us astray; that they may be concerned 

less with finding out the truth than with reassuring ourselves, insulating ourselves 

from the 'hint of a destructive fate ready for us all' that Jim represents” (86). This 

truth is far from transcendental solipsism. It emphasizes pragma, our responses to 

Jim and our shared forms of life, based on our knowledge of the facts and 

common, humane responses to others.   
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Conclusion 

In any case, Marlow’s narratives reveal the ways the truth straddles the 

inseparable processes of knowledge and acknowledgment, making the truth an 

important aspect of the humanist’s intuition that literature is significantly bound 

to social and cultural reality. There need not be a gap it cannot cross, and the 

differences between logos and pragma may not be as great as one thinks. Still, 

understanding truth cannot be a stable or final condition. Marlow himself may be 

taken straight when he claims he has “given up expecting those last words” that 

would make Jim’s story hang together completely (163). More than the final 

word, a pragmatic approach to truth in fiction reveals the ongoing processes of 

argument and agreement that work towards satisfaction, solidarity, and capability. 

Conrad maintains that fiction is a realm in which truth-talk matters, despite the 

apparent intractability of the world.  

In the end, there may still be tension in the relation between truth in fiction 

and truth elsewhere. Richard Eldridge suggests that this tension reveals that our 

concept of truth is “bifurcated:” on the one hand, it describes objective, “mind-

independent, neutrally measurable reality,” and on the other, “the social worlds of 

persons-in-relation-to-objects (including other persons)” (137). These forms of 

truth have different uses, and therefore different grammars in which they make 

sense. While one may argue that Conrad’s truth-talk does not resolve the 

differences between these forms of truth, what remains is the fact that truth is an 

operative concept with pragmatic consequences, despite its logical and practical 
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difficulties. This is a reminder for twenty-first century humanists that truth is still 

a useful and valuable foundation of ethics and politics, and that reading fiction is 

an extension of—rather than a withdrawal from—the ethical and political 

concerns of life.   

Figures like Jim and Kurtz may remain always ambiguous. In the next 

chapter, I look to Nella Larsen’s Passing to consider how modernist writers 

grapple not only with ambiguity but also with relatively stable, unexamined 

conditions of life on which ambiguity stands. In other words, Passing illuminates 

how responses to ambiguity rely on practical certainty.   
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Chapter Three 

“She Couldn’t Prove It:” Practical Certainty in Nella Larsen’s Passing 

Nella Larsen’s novel Passing furtively skirts the truth, making the 

question of what knowledge is good enough to pass its main theme as well as its 

central literary method. The story is told from the perspective of Irene Redfield, 

an upper middle-class, light-skinned Black woman, who readers witness passing 

as White. This first occurs when she escapes the dangerously hot Chicago streets 

for a cool rooftop restaurant at the Drayton Hotel. There, an apparently White 

woman stares at Irene. Readers first realize that Irene is passing when she thinks 

to herself, “Did that woman, could that woman, somehow know that here before 

her very eyes on the roof of the Drayton sat a Negro?” (16). Irene hopes that 

woman does not know—could not know that Irene identifies as Black. The idea of 

such recognition is “Absurd! Impossible!” for Irene. She says, “White people 

were so stupid about such things for all they usually asserted that they were able 

to tell…. They always took her for an Italian, a Spaniard, a Mexican, or a gipsy. 

Never, when she was alone, had they even remotely seemed to suspect that she 

was a Negro. No, the woman sitting there staring at her couldn’t possibly know” 

(16). Irene believes that her unreadability—and her solitude—makes her safe. The 

list of possible explanations for her race is too long for “that woman” to pin her 

down to the truth, and the truth would require verification that would be 

impossible to perform here at the Drayton. Irene thinks to herself, “Suppose the 

woman did know or suspect her race. She couldn’t prove it” (16).  
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What can’t be proven can’t be used against Irene: ambiguity is productive 

for “passing.” And yet, Larsen’s text troubles the assumptions that certainty must 

be total and that it is inherently problematic: “the woman” in the Drayton does not 

have to “prove” Irene’s identity because she already knows it, and knowing it, she 

knows how to engage productively with Irene. For the woman is Clare Kendry, 

who has known Irene since their childhood in their predominantly Black 

community on the South Side of Chicago. Clare’s father, a mulatto, poor and 

alcoholic, dies when she is a teenager, and she goes to live with her father’s two 

White aunts, who are all too eager to hide her Black heritage. She gradually stops 

coming to the South Side, and she disappears from Irene’s life. When Clare meets 

Irene in the Drayton, twelve years have passed and the old friends tell each other 

about their lives. Clare is passing as White and she has married a White man, but 

she longs to get closer to her old friends and communities of Black people. Irene 

strongly identifies as Black, but readers must understand that she, too, is passing 

here, because the narrator mentions her fear of being “ejected” from this 

segregated restaurant (16). These characters know much about each other and 

about how to manage their situation. They share an interest in keeping their 

conversation private and protecting each other’s racial history. They share a form 

of life, and their shared understanding allows them to know how to go on with 

each other. What kind of certainty is this, if it doesn’t depend on absolute truth 

and doesn’t require extraordinary evidence to prove? And what are the value and 

consequences of this kind of certainty?  
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Critics rarely account for the certainties of the text and its characters’ 

knowledge, however. In fact, most of them are deeply suspicious of certainty in 

principle and practice. Deborah McDowell’s introduction to the 1986 Rutgers 

University Press edition of Larsen’s novels Quicksand and Passing is a rare 

argument for certainty, arguing that the drama of Irene and Clare centers on their 

homosexual desire. But this reading goes generally against the grain of critical 

interpretation. Ann DuCille, for example, pushes against McDowell to “disrupt 

the fixity of the reading—to wrest it from the assumption that Larsen’s sexual 

signifying necessarily suggests lesbian attraction” (108). Indeed, DuCille praises 

Passing because it inspires multiple interpretations. It is a work of “splendid 

ambiguity” because of its “‘surplus of signifiers’—superabundance of 

interpretability—which, according to Frank Kermode makes a work a classic” 

(109). The “surplus of signifiers” is, to be sure, a deeply ingrained assumption as 

well as a mark of critical value. This surplus results in an epistemological 

ambiguity that usually proves the failure of rigid concepts that purportedly 

support rigid sexism and racism.  

 Josh Toth has taken up the case of conceptual instability in Passing to 

circumvent what he sees as the restrictive certainties of identity and community. 

Toth writes, “Clare’s passing state is a response to, or effect of, society’s 

compulsion to organize itself according to certain absolute and fixed categories, 

or communities, of being. Clare passes, in this sense, because these categories of 

being are insufficient, impractical, illusory; they simply allow us to deny the 

impossibility of fixed identities, the impossibility that Clare’s passing state 
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ultimately signals” (56). Toth is right to note the “impossibility of fixed 

identities,” and he takes up a noble project: to liberate individuals from the 

restrictions of determined identity. He is right that there is no absolute “truth” 

about Clare’s or Irene’s (or anyone’s) race; they perform different, complex racial 

identities in different situations. There is no essential identity impervious to 

chance, change, or the contingencies of social life. Still, while Irene has no racial 

essence to “prove” beyond reasonable doubt, readers of the novel generally don’t 

need to prove Irene’s racial identifications; we may, however, need to understand 

her motivations and actions, and to test her reliability.   

This is difficult because the novel’s narrative style (free-indirect speech 

from Irene’s perspective) sometimes enhances its ambiguity. Irene’s perspective 

is fraught with interpretive missteps, often propelled by Irene’s emotional (i.e. not 

rational) states. Her mind is hardly omniscient. Claudia Tate contends that 

interpreting Passing is bound to the problem of interpreting “Irene’s role in the 

story and determining the extent to which she is reliable as the sole reporter and 

interpreter of events” (143). Tate points out that almost all of what we know about 

Irene comes from her internal consciousness, and Tate suggests that Irene’s 

narration becomes increasingly “irrational” as the novel progresses (144). Tate 

claims that “Each of her assumptions may indeed be correct, but we observe no 

tangible evidence of their support; consequently, we cannot know with any 

certainty whether or not Irene's suspicions are true” (145). For Tate, Irene’s 

unreliability frustrates the possibility of producing any beliefs about Irene, leading 

to the skeptical conclusion that race is less important in Passing than Irene’s 
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psychology. Without some external proof of what’s happening, Tate concludes 

that Passing is a novel of psychological interiority and detachment from reality.  

The critical interpretations above hold close to what I have argued are the 

typical concerns of some theoretically-oriented modernist criticism. This kind of 

criticism emphasizes that unstable concepts fail, and that this failure is a negative 

critique of social conventions. In this chapter, I argue that while Passing denies 

the possibility of knowing the absolute truth, it also pushes against critics’ desire 

for radical ambiguity, a desire that leads them to overlook the value of pragmatic 

truth and practical certainty. Passing shows that such truths and certainties are 

valuable for producing dependable beliefs about our shared experience of the 

social and material world. The novel explores the ways pragmatic truth facilitates 

solidarity, trust, and mutual recognition, all social conventions that are just as 

crucial as ambiguity for avoiding exposure and racial violence. Furthermore, 

Passing challenges readers to recognize that even our experience of ambiguity 

rests on tacit agreements about what we know and how to use language.   

Passing has not, to my knowledge, been talked about in the context of 

Anglo-American philosophy, perhaps because the concerns of Anglo-American 

philosophy and the concerns of Black women seem to follow separate paths. 

Although the text seems ripe for deconstructive readings that emphasize 

ambiguity of race and gender, I propose that Larsen’s text aligns with practical 

philosophy’s therapeutic ambitions regarding the skeptical desire for radical 

uncertainty.
1
 The text offers a vision of reality that leads readers away from 

general conclusions about uncertainty and toward understanding how common 
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practices can mitigate the uncertainties of social interactions. Some conventions 

of language can be used to damage and denigrate Irene and Clare, but other 

conventions of language are just as important for ensuring their mutual safety and 

protection. This philosophical therapy, like pragmatism and ordinary language 

philosophy in general, is not meant to “offer a new theory of anything,” as Toril 

Moi claims, “but rather to get clear on beliefs and assumptions that hold us 

captive, that prevent us from moving on. There is no contradiction between such a 

philosophical project and the wish to change the world” (158). Radical 

uncertainty may be attractive, and critics are right to say there is no absolute truth 

in Passing or otherwise. But we must not let these claims draw us away from the 

fact that our language helps us go on, revising conventions and working within 

them to make life possible.   

 

The Role of Certainty 

 Although uncertainty has its perks, the fictional world of Passing is full of 

people who also show the value of practical certainty. This kind of certainty lays 

the groundwork for a bond of trust and agreement about how to act. Early in 

Clare’s life of passing, many of her friends show how a pose of uncertainty covers 

up knowledge rather than expressing ignorance. Clare tells Irene about leaving 

their Black community as a teenager, and Irene recalls to herself that many of 

their mutual friends saw Clare in the company of rich White people. They cannot 

prove that they’ve seen Clare, but their response suggests that they don’t need to. 

These sightings of Clare make Irene and her girlfriends giddy with illicit 



113 

excitement. They “would always look knowingly at one another and then, with 

little excited giggles, drag away their eager shining eyes and say with lurking 

undertones of regret or disbelief some such thing as: ‘Oh, well, maybe she’s got a 

job or something,’ or ‘After all, it mayn’t have been Clare,’ or ‘You can’t believe 

all you hear’” (19). The girls “look knowingly at one another” because they trust 

their friends and the news about Clare doesn’t contradict what they already know 

about her.  

This knowledge isn’t absolute, but it works well enough for this situation 

in which the characters don’t want to broadcast their knowledge. William James 

might call these pragmatic truths, which  

form the overwhelmingly large number of the truths we live by. 

Indirect as well as direct verifications pass muster. Where 

circumstantial evidence is sufficient, we can go without eye-

witnessing…. The verification of the assumption here means its 

leading to no frustration or contradiction. (99) 

Most truths are simply good enough to pass; they don’t need verification as long 

as they don’t frustrate or contradict our most dependable ideas about how the 

world works. They are not grounded in an absolutely, eternally verifiable 

correspondence. Instead, they meet ordinary criteria for truth and change when 

those criteria no longer work. This is not to say that the criteria that produce racial 

categories are good, but rather that the characters who pass and their friends have 

a deep understanding of the criteria and the uses of practical knowledge in their 
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lives. In the case of Clare’s friends, it would be useless to doubt trusted friends 

and common knowledge about Clare’s history.   

 The friends’ practical certainty becomes obscured when they propose 

alternative explanations for why Clare could have been seen with White people. 

First, they deny that Clare is doing anything wrong (she’s got a job), then that 

their sources may have been mistaken (maybe it wasn’t Clare), then that no 

reports are above doubt (you can’t believe all you hear). They seem to deny 

everything in this escalation of uncertainty, but there’s no need to verify the 

reports with more proof because doing so would be counterproductive, and it 

wouldn’t change their minds about Clare to find out that she is passing. Their 

equivocations simply help protect Clare from the revelation of practical 

knowledge that would expose her to danger. Therefore, they tacitly collude with 

Clare, whose passing requires ambiguity.   

Some of Irene’s friends don’t seem to be aware of this tacit collusion, 

however, or they don’t want to take part in it. These characters tell the truth as 

they see it: “always some girl, more matter-of-fact or more frankly malicious than 

the rest, would declare: ‘Of course it was Clare! Ruth said it was and so did 

Frank, and they certainly know her when they see her as well as we do” (19). 

These characters are aptly named for their overt appeals to ideals of plain-

speaking. “Ruth,” is notable for her empathy, and “Frank” for his honesty. And 

the speaker, the “matter-of-fact or more frankly malicious one,” is just as 

confident in her knowledge of Clare’s passing. Her friends “certainly know 

[Clare] when they see her as well as we do,” and no DNA test is necessary to 
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verify Clare’s identity. Whether these characters are brutally honest or just plain 

brutal, their apparent certainty reads as a naive and unnecessary exposure of facts 

that everyone else is already certain about.   

The group ends up coming to a commonsense consensus: “they would all 

join in asserting that there could be no mistake about it’s [sic] having been Clare, 

and that such circumstances could mean only one thing. Working indeed!” (19). 

The idea that “there could be no mistake” asserts a kind of certainty that passes 

muster for this group—even though no empirical verification has been made. The 

friends are beyond wondering in the abstract whether the idea that Clare is 

passing is true or false. As a result, readers can see in this situation how the truth 

is made by conventional criteria. This relates to Wittgenstein’s contention that 

“The reason why the use of the expression ‘true or false’ has something 

misleading about it is that it is like saying ‘it tallies with the facts or it doesn’t,’ 

and the very thing that is in question is what ‘tallying’ is here” (On Certainty 

§199). Rather than worrying about an exact connection between our ideas and 

reality, Wittgenstein implies, we must see the processes by which facts are 

counted or doubted. In the case of Irene and her friends, their attachment to each 

other and their trust makes all the difference for dealing with uncertainty. Their 

theory is confirmed, of course, when Irene meets Clare while both are passing in 

the Drayton hotel. Readers may find themselves in a position to trust Irene and 

her friends too.  

Passing ruminates on how we “tally” the truth, on what kinds of 

knowledge “pass muster” in normal circumstances, when absolute certainty 
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evades us. Yet critics such as Tate and Toth demonize absolute certainty (and 

therefore explicitly require it) and lionize absolute uncertainty as if it would solve 

all of our problems. In this rigid dichotomy, they resemble William James’s 

“intellectualists,” for whom “truth means essentially an inert static relation. When 

you’ve got your true idea of anything, there’s an end of the matter. You’re in 

possession; you know; you have fulfilled your thinking destiny…. 

Epistemologically you are in stable equilibrium” (96). Such thinkers seem to 

expect  they would be satisfied with complete, infallible, unchanging knowledge 

of the novel’s characters, their motivations, intentions, and actions. And radical 

uncertainty presents its own form of stable equilibrium: it’s easier to say 

everything is ambiguous than to look and see what is ambiguous and what is not.   

Similarly, Toth claims that because it is impossible to have fixed 

identities, all “categories of being” are “insufficient, impractical, illusory.” He 

argues that individual and community identity entails a reductive “process of 

symbolization,” and “when this process of symbolization fails—when, that is, it 

overtly stumbles and is unable to mask the impossibility of any final and stable 

truth—our faith in reality as a stable field of determinable meanings is 

undermined” (59).
2
 In short, when we fail to find a “final and stable truth,” we 

must lose faith in our ability to understand reality altogether. If there is a crack in 

the window, we will all fall out.  

But what truth is infallible? Why shouldn’t epistemologies be open to 

accommodating new phenomena, situations and interpretations? The goal of 

epistemological stability is a metaphysical illusion, and our failure to achieve it 
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should not undermine the work of producing beliefs and theories that are not 

frustrated by reality. The refusal of reality is evident in Toth’s argument. He 

claims that identity is “insufficient, impractical, and illusory,” but his problem 

with identity is more likely that its only purposes are practical ones. It is only 

sufficient in some situations, sometimes practical for social and political purposes, 

and often tangible in the most mundane, non-ideal ways. Toth appeals for 

practicality, sufficiency, and tangibility, but for him these work in service of an 

absolute knowledge beyond the circumstances and contingencies of life in the 

world.  

Despite these claims about absolute uncertainty, it’s possible to imagine 

an alternative version of Passing in which everything that is meant is said, and 

everything a character says is promptly verified with facts. This would be a novel 

of many confrontations and corrections of errors, a novel of openness about one’s 

desires, needs, and fears. It would be a different novel—likely less intriguing and 

dramatic. Perhaps such a novel never would have been published; it’s still 

theoretically possible. Yet the theories we have seen so far seem unable to 

account for this very real possibility—that fiction and language don’t always 

conceal or deceive. The real Passing is about making the truth, however, and its 

breakdowns of concepts and knowledge are products of the novel’s particularly 

charged racist, sexist, and classist, situations. The content of the book is this set of 

repressions, misinterpretations, and concealments. Cheryl Wall hits the mark 

when she succinctly states, “Larsen’s most striking insights are into psychic 

dilemmas confronting certain black women” (97). These are not symptoms of 



118 

language or communities in general, but aspects of a fiction that demands we 

acknowledge its characters’ sufferings. One might argue that this is the value of 

the book, and that its ambiguities are enticements to acknowledgment and self-

criticism rather than the necessary procedures of realistic narrative.   

In fact, we can confidently make claims of knowledge about much of what 

we do and say in ordinary life. Absolute certainty isn’t necessary because 

practical certainty will do. Ordinarily, the “impossibility of any final and stable 

truth” doesn’t bother us when I want to know, for instance, whether you are 

angry, or whether you and I have the “same” car, or whether your dog is a 

poodle.
3
 Recognizing these truths means recognizing them appropriately in 

situations that matter. Like when you’re biting the carpet and throwing furniture, 

or you’re trying to sell me spare parts from your Chevy, or when I’m wondering 

whether I’m allergic to your dog. These are truths, like so many, that prove that it 

is uncertainty that is often a metaphysical illusion, “insufficient, impractical, 

illusory” for engaging with other people and reality. I may not have “faith in 

reality as a stable field of determinable meanings,” but I do nonetheless have 

much faith that you and I can agree on—or find out—the necessary terms to 

handle a broadly shared experience of reality. 

 

Race, Knowledge, and Attachment 

Although Irene is often out of touch with the reality of her own passing, 

she is not completely blind to the necessity of mutual recognition and solidarity. 

In these situations, race is not “stable” or “fixed,” but neither can the characters 
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believe in the shelter an otherworldly absolute uncertainty. The characters’ 

certainties are fallible and mutable, being only good as long as they account for 

experiences that are constantly in flux. James claims that “Truth lives, in fact, for 

the most part on a credit system. Our thoughts and belief ‘pass,’ so long as 

nothing challenges them, just as bank-notes pass so long as nobody refuses them” 

(100, my emphasis). Rather than thinking about racial passing as a matter of false 

consciousness or deception,
4
 which would require a truth of race to be ignored or 

hidden, we ought to see it more as an ability to see how facts could be tallied one 

way in one situation, and tallied another way in another situation.  

Irene is, for all practical purposes, White when she’s at the Drayton, and 

Black when she’s with her Black friends. The greatest irony about Irene is that 

she deftly handles these tallies, while simultaneously claiming that she wants to 

escape other people’s judgments of her. She is more free than most of her friends, 

but she still desires an absolute freedom. From as early as the Drayton scene, she 

admits that she wants to avoid the impositions of other people. As Clare and her 

gentleman companion enter the restaurant, Irene thinks to herself that “she had 

been alone there at the window and it had been so satisfyingly quiet. Now, of 

course, they would chatter” (14). Irene wants to remain in a world apart, 

eliminating any loose chatter that might threaten the certainty of her isolation. 

Throughout the novel, her relationship with her husband Brian becomes more 

strained, and as she loses control she believes “She wanted only to be tranquil. 

Only, unmolested, to be allowed to direct for their own best good the lives of her 

sons and her husband” (107). In some ways Irene resembles James’s 
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“intellectualists” here, who desire a position of knowledge in “stable 

equilibrium.” But readers see that Irene’s absolute certainty does not release her 

from the contingencies of life. There is no way for Irene to prevent herself from 

being read, from being seen, from being interpreted within the bounds of 

conventional beliefs about race, sex, and class. This desire is just as impossible 

for a textual character as it is for a real human being.  

 If passing offers Irene the possibility of freedom, Clare achieves a good 

deal of it when she moves away from all her old friends. But cutting one’s ties 

also leads to more uncertainty. Shortly after leaving the South side of Chicago, 

Clare meets her Black friend Margaret Hammer in a department store and wants 

to make a connection. Clare recalls, “I’d have spoken, was on the very point of 

doing it, but she cut me dead. My dear ‘Rene, I assure you that from the way she 

looked through me, even I was uncertain whether I was actually there in the flesh 

or not” (21). Clare recognizes Margaret, but Clare is unsure whether Margaret 

makes a reciprocal recognition. When Margaret “looked through” Clare, it is 

ambiguous whether Margaret sees through Clare’s disguise, or whether Margaret 

simply refuses to acknowledge an apparently White woman whose difference 

marks her as dangerous. Clare may be “uncertain” about the situation, but her 

response is appropriate nonetheless. We have reasons to believe Margaret is too 

close to the truth rather than too far. If she were Clare’s friend, Margaret would 

“certainly know her” by seeing her, as the other friends do. If this is the case, 

Margaret’s response is a form of acknowledgment that allows Clare to remain 

undetected. But Clare doesn’t know how to tally the facts of what she sees with an 
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interpretation that will satisfy her uncertainty. When instrumental uncertainty 

slips into absolute uncertainty, Clare feels herself threatened again.  

Clare invites Irene to tea in her rooms at the Morgan hotel, and there we 

see how Irene’s desire to be unreadable works against her ability to tally the facts 

with her ideas about herself. If Irene was passing when she went to the upscale 

Drayton restaurant, we might also easily assume that she is passing when she goes 

to the upscale Morgan Hotel. When she arrives, she finds not only Clare, but 

another old friend, Gertrude Martin. Gertrude is light enough to pass, and she has 

married a White man. Irene thinks to herself, “Great goodness! Two of them,” 

(33) but readers might easily see the pragmatic truth that Irene refuses: there are 

actually three people who pass here. Gertrude and Clare are both honest about 

their passing, but Irene feels uncomfortably distant from them: “Later, when she 

examined her feeling of annoyance, Irene admitted, a shade reluctantly, that it 

arose from a feeling of being outnumbered, a sense of aloneness, in her adherence 

to her own class and kind; not merely in the great thing of marriage, but in the 

whole pattern of her life as well” (34). This rationalization adamantly constructs a 

difference, an “aloneness” that denies the facts of her situation. Irene is annoyed 

at having to face others who recognize her racial identification and racial 

performances, others whose “class and kind” (bourgeois, passing) is too close to 

hers to bear the shame of it. Even the rational explanation she comes up with is “a 

shade reluctant,” suggests the shadow of racial passing that falls over all of them, 

a shadow that she is reluctant to accept.   
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Soon, Clare’s husband Jack Bellew arrives and he reveals his belief in 

extreme ideas of absolute racial difference and the solid provability of racial 

categories. This absolutism puts Irene’s sense of her absolute difference into 

question. Irene has heard that Jack doesn’t know Clare passes, so Irene knows she 

cannot unmask the others. But Jack’s first words throw Irene into a flurry of 

speculation: he greets Clare, saying “Hello Nig” (39). He seems to speak the truth 

about Clare’s race when Irene does not expect it. Clare, seeing immediately what 

a surprise this greeting must be for her friends, elicits an explanation from Jack 

that will reassure her friends about what he knows. He claims only that Clare’s 

skin is “gettin’ darker and darker” (39). Clare protests that it wouldn’t make much 

difference if she were “one or two per cent coloured” (40), but Jack won’t allow 

for that. He puts the issue to rest by saying, “You can get as black as you please as 

far as I’m concerned, since I know you’re no nigger. I draw the line at that” (40). 

Readers realize that Jack’s insult is unwitting, and its irony is lost on him too. He 

insists on the absolute certainty of Clare’s whiteness based on her skin color, but 

more importantly based on his prior “knowledge” that allows him to “draw the 

line” between acceptable and unacceptable races. Jack knows none of Clare’s 

relations except her White aunts, and all he really knows of Clare’s race is what 

he sees. Clare meets his criteria for whiteness, even though readers can see, along 

with Clare, Irene, and Gertrude, how poorly those criteria tally with the facts of 

Clare’s life. The women’s knowledge motivates the need to proceed cautiously to 

avoid revealing Clare’s—and their own—history of racial identification.  
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Although there is no absolute truth of identity, these women must 

recognize how it is produced by practice and ordinary criteria to comprehend the 

danger of racial violence in this situation. In other words, they go on by observing 

the rules of language that allow them to pass unnoticed. Irene alludes to the 

specific dangers when she thinks about the dangers of Clare being free and briefly 

mentions “the Rhinelander case.” This refers to the sensational and widely 

publicized case of Alice Beatrice Jones and Leonard “Kip” Rhinelander. 

Rhinelander was a member of New York’s wealthy elite who married Jones, “a 

mulatto chambermaid,” but after only one month he sought an annulment “on the 

grounds that his wife had deceived him about her true racial identity” (Madigan 

524, 525). Interracial marriage was technically legal in New York (though it was 

illegal in 28 other states), but the case reflected the potency of popular fears about 

“racial identification and race mixing” in the wake of “the African American 

migration from rural areas of the South [and] the recent wave of immigration 

from southern and eastern Europe” (Nisetich 346). Rhinelander was not granted 

an annulment, but Jones suffered greatly. She was publicly and legally 

categorized as Black even though she often presented herself as White (Nisetich 

347), and worse, she was threatened by the Ku Klux Klan (Madigan 526-7) and 

her defense lawyer made her disrobe in court to show the jury that Rhinelander 

could not have been deceived about her race because it was plain to see (Nisetich 

348). Irene knows enough about this case to understand the power of racial 

criteria, and the importance of knowing them to avoid a dangerous, public 

scandal. If the law offers the promise of an abstract denial of inherent racial 
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difference, Irene has to anticipate the consequences of her race in every situation 

she enters.  

In the end, it is obvious that Irene can see the situation clearly. She admits 

that when Jack enters the room, she is in the same boat as Clare and Gertrude: 

“She had a leaping desire to shout at the man beside her: ‘And you’re sitting here 

surrounded by three black devils, drinking tea’” (41). If earlier Irene felt isolated 

from the “two of them,” now she recognizes a solidarity between the three of 

them that reveals an intuitive knowledge of her own passing and her own 

conflicted opposition to the dominant race. She is keenly aware of the 

contradictory criteria for race that allow her to pass, and this awareness provides a 

foundation for controlling a dangerous situation. Irene shows that she can tally the 

facts of her situation when she gives up her desire for absolute difference.  

If, as Tate argues, Irene becomes more irrational as the story progresses, 

this irrationality relates to Irene’s refusals to tally the facts. It’s possible to base 

one’s ideas on facts, but Irene sometimes prefers not to. Two years after she 

escapes her meeting with Jack Bellew, still angry and ashamed, she receives a 

letter from Clare and does not respond. Irene convinces herself that their 

relationship was destined to fall apart:  

Most likely she and Clare would never meet again. Well, she, for 

one, could endure that. Since childhood their lives had never really 

touched. Actually they were strangers. Strangers in their ways and 

means of living. Strangers in their desires and [63] ambitions. 

Strangers even in their racial consciousness. Between them the 
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barrier was just as high, just as broad, and just as firm as if in Clare 

did not run that strain of black blood. In truth, it was higher, 

broader, and firmer; because for her there were perils, not known, 

or imagined, by those others who had no such secrets to alarm or 

endanger them. (62-63).  

We have seen that Clare and Irene are not “strangers” in their “desires and 

ambitions” (both want wealth and comfort), or “even in their racial 

consciousness” (Clare and Irene both “pass” and rely on the foundations of their 

Black identities). Yet Irene rationalizes her desire for another “truth,” the absolute 

truth of their separateness, beyond even the practical bonds of their relationship 

and similar racial identities.  

 These sentences, as much as they insist on difference, also carry the traces 

of the similarity between Clare and Irene. From Irene’s perspective, they are both 

strangers, each standing on one side of a racial barrier; Clare is separated from the 

Black community and Irene from bourgeois whiteness. Yet the strange syntax of 

the sentences paradoxically solidifies what we know of Irene—that she 

unconvincingly denies that she shares a form of life with Clare. The phrase “as if 

in Clare did not run that strain of black blood” is an awkward denial of their 

common heritage and childhood community. A more complicated series of 

negations follows in the phrase “for her there were perils, not known, or 

imagined, by those others who had no such secrets to alarm or endanger them.” It 

is difficult to tell what Irene is denying here and who she’s talking about. It is also 

unclear whether the referent of “her” is Clare or Irene: Irene was “she” earlier in 
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the passage, but “her” seems to refer to Clare. If the sentence refers to Clare, the 

“perils” of being discovered could be Clare’s divorce, losing her child, public 

shame and harassment, and a return to poverty. But one might just as easily 

consider the “perils” of discovery for Irene: a forced acceptance of her own 

conflicted identifications and the hypocrisy of her disdain for Clare. Regardless of 

the referent of “her,” all of these perils hang over the scene. Irene’s unconvincing 

denials and ambiguities may not prevent readers from seeing that the barrier 

between her and Clare is paper-thin. They are both subject to the alarms and 

dangers that threaten their secrets.  

Josh Toth eagerly accepts Irene’s desire for absolute difference without 

seeing the irony of Irene’s misrecognition. This is because absolute difference is 

precisely what he desires, too. He writes, “Clare forces Irene to face the fact that 

there are no ‘ties of race,’ that there is no essential ‘duty,’ that neither woman has 

ever been ‘bound’” (65). But when he describes a state without “ties of race” that 

bind Irene to Clare, he seems to be talking about an ideal reality rather than the 

world of the book, where we have seen how ties of race determine Irene’s social 

interactions and shared language reinforces her fragile sense of security. Toth’s 

quote borrows Irene’s own words from a confession about how the inescapable 

ties of race, sex, and class are precisely the problem for staying free from Clare. 

When Irene thinks back on her first meeting with Jack, she wonders why she 

didn’t speak out in defense of her race, but she already knows the answer:  

The sardony of it! She couldn’t betray Clare, couldn’t even run the 

risk of appearing to defend a people that were being maligned, for 
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fear that that defence might in some infinitesimal degree lead the 

way to final discovery of her secret. She had to Clare Kendry a 

duty. She was bound to her by those very ties of race, which, for 

all her repudiation of them, Clare had been unable to completely 

sever. (52) 

I’m inclined to take this speech as a reflection of Irene’s real problem because it 

undermines her ideal of absolute difference, an ideal we have already seen is 

misleading. Here, Irene recognizes that she’s not in control, that her identities are 

precarious, and that her shared experience binds her to Clare in ways that she 

would prefer not to be bound. This tallies with my own sense of the facts, and it 

reads as a set of truths that are much easier to accept than the belief that one could 

or should be free from all of the attachments of one’s social scene. It is true that 

Irene does not have an absolute racial identity, and critics are right to insist that 

racial and sexual identities should not lead to judgments about what one can do, 

say, or feel. But this desire for ambiguity leaves aside the value and necessity of 

varied, shifting, complicated attachments and aversions that are vividly presented 

in the novel. These, I argue, present aspects of life (both within and outside the 

novel) that the novel calls on us to understand better.  

 

Unreliable Narration and its Foundations   

 Readers of Passing know that Irene isn’t always going to give us the facts 

straight up: she’s often too caught up in her desires and fears to interpret the facts 

clearly. Still, her mind is the only window through which we view the world of 
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the story. Judith Butler suggests that the novel’s narratorial voice isn’t entirely 

subjective, however; sometimes it gives much insight into the thoughts and 

actions of this supposedly radically ambiguous character. This voice “states what 

remains caught in Irene’s throat, which suggests that Larsen’s narrator serves the 

function of exposing more than Irene herself can risk” (Bodies that Matter 169). I 

argue that Irene’s unreliability does not justify a complete detachment from the 

depictions she gives us of her world. For once we recognize that Irene is 

unreliable, we must also recognize that this proposition is only possible if we can 

compare her knowledge to the ground of facts and perceptions that we do not 

doubt.  

The task of interpretation must begin with seeing what remains beyond 

doubt. “Doubt itself rests only on what is beyond doubt,” Wittgenstein claims 

(§519). He writes that “If I wanted to doubt the existence of the earth long before 

my birth, I should have to doubt all sorts of things that stand fast for me” (§234). 

The things that “stand fast” in this case may be the veracity of witnesses, 

historical accounts, and authorities—all of which I learn to accept as proof in the 

language-game we play when we talk about Earth. But this doubt about the age of 

the Earth implies the certainty of innumerable other facts. For example, I do not 

doubt that there is a thing called “Earth” and that it does “exist,” nor do I doubt 

that I exist and was once born. I rely on these facts, though they are often just as 

unverified as the age of the Earth. Wittgenstein explains, “what I hold fast to is 

not one proposition but a nest of propositions” (§225). If we recognize that there 

are many propositions about Irene that go beyond doubt, we can understand not 
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only that she is unreliable, but also when and to what extent she is unreliable. In 

this way, we can understand how she tallies facts at the same time as we gain 

purchase on her attachments to her environment, despite its frequent ambiguity.  

Irene may be a cracked lens for readers’ vision, but the cracks are only visible 

against the image we see through them. 

If, as Tate concedes, “Each of [Irene’s]  assumptions may indeed be 

correct,” then we must consider first what we don’t require proof for, and second 

what counts as proof and how to use it.
5
 Asking for empirical proof about Irene, 

Clare, and the world of the novel puts an extraordinary burden on the text to 

explain itself in ways that aren’t usually necessary for life—and surely not for 

fiction. Thus, the only possible way to understand anything about the text is to 

begin with what we can take as facts. This may not lead to absolutely true beliefs 

about Irene, Clare, and the world of the novel, but it may give us enough to test 

our beliefs and to eliminate the ones that don’t tally with reality. This process is 

about probing our beliefs and attachments as much as it is about proving Irene’s.  

We do not share Irene’s preconceptions about herself. Instead, we read 

pragmatically, putting together our knowledge of her based on the parts of the text 

that do cohere. This inductive method may lead us to see how the characters tally 

the truth—sometimes wrong, and sometimes right. Furthermore, the characters 

themselves explore this possibility when they claim to know another person better 

than that person knows themselves. The first explicit mention of the theme comes 

in the first meeting with Jack Bellew. He admits he does not know any Negroes, 

but claims that he doesn’t need to: “‘I know people who’ve known them, better 
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than they know their black selves. And I read in the papers about them. Always 

robbing and killing people. And,’ he added darkly, ‘worse’” (41). Bellew sounds 

absurd, and not just because he judges people based on their race. He also sounds 

absurd because his purported knowledge has nothing to do with his wife, 

Gertrude, and Irene, who are Black by conventional criteria of race. Readers can 

see that this version of “knowing better” isn’t knowing much at all.   

Instead, it is an outgrowth of Bellew’s racism. It is a sign of his 

intellectual and ethical failure to overcome superficial and contradictory racial 

ideologies. Jack believes in an absolute truth about race, but his belief doesn’t 

tally with facts. Although he sees that Clare is “gettin’ darker and darker,” he 

boasts to her, “You can get as black as you please as far as I’m concerned, since I 

know you’re no nigger” (39-40). When he says he “knows” her race, he resorts to 

an abstract, absolute certainty that prevents him from accepting the possibility that 

Clare’s racial heritage is complex. Although he has accepted Clare as White, and 

thus seems to accept Clare’s pragmatic performance of race, his belief in the 

absolute truth of race shows readers an unbearable contradiction between absolute 

“knowledge” of race and conventional performances of race. We know that this 

contradiction undermines Jack’s entire worldview.
6
  

But Bellew isn’t the only one who “knows better.” Irene also claims to 

know her husband, Brian “as well as he knew himself, or better” (58), and readers 

can see how Irene comes to believe this and to what extent it is true. She notices 

that Brian expresses a peculiar discontent, and she attributes it to the time when 

she denied his dream to go to Brazil to escape America’s rigid color lines and the 
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banality of a doctor’s life. Irene prefers that her husband be a middle-class Harlem 

doctor. The narrator insists that “she knew, had always known, that his 

dissatisfaction had continued, as had his dislike and disgust for his profession and 

his country” (58). Brian’s behavior and words show this dissatisfaction quite 

clearly. His disgust for his profession is clear: “Lord! How I hate sick people,” he 

confesses (56). And his disgust for America is an open wound. When Irene won’t 

let him talk about lynching with his children, he snaps back that the boys should 

understand their plight in “this damned country” (103). He even calls Irene 

“stupid” for “a woman as intelligent as you like to think you are” (104). If these 

facts count as proof of Brian’s preferences, they suggest that Irene’s ideas about 

him tally well with the facts. Brian does harbor resentment for not being able to 

escape America, and Irene records the behavior and statements that refute his 

denial of the facts.   

Irene may be right about Brian, but readers can see that she retains an 

irrational belief that his discontent will go away. She deceives herself by insisting 

that the facts don’t impede her full control:  

The thing, this discontent which had exploded into words, would 

surely die, flicker out, at last. True, she had in the past often been 

tempted to believe that it had died, only to become conscious, in 

some instinctive, subtle way, that she had been merely deceiving 

herself for a while and that it still lived. But it would die. Of that 

she was certain. She had only to direct and guide her man, to keep 

him going in the right direction. (58) 
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The problem of perceiving and understanding Brian is caught up with knowing 

herself and overestimating the power of her influence over him. She forcefully 

convinces herself Brian’s desire “would die,” though her instincts tell her that that 

it won’t, and her experience confirms this truth. She even understands to some 

extent that she’s “merely deceiving herself for a while,” though she is unable to 

see how that self-deception leads to her sense of certainty. Irene’s trouble is in 

tallying the facts to her conclusions. If we do the tallying for ourselves, it’s not 

out of the question that we might see some things more clearly than Irene does.  

It’s not just readers who can see through Irene’s poses, though. Clare is a 

highly capable interpreter. Call it “Clare-voyance,” if you like: Clare’s apparent 

ability to know what other people are thinking offers a striking alternative to the 

radical ambiguity desired by Irene and critics alike. Irene admits that it was 

“Uncanny, the way Clare could divine what one was thinking” (35). At the 

Drayton. Irene is curious “about this hazardous business of ‘passing,’” and she 

wants to ask Clare how it works. But Irene doesn’t ask for fear of being “too 

frankly curious, if not actually impertinent” (24). Irene doesn’t want to be 

“frank,” which is to say she doesn’t want to be so matter-of-fact that she gives 

herself or Clare away. Yet Clare shows that Irene’s desire to know is already 

transparent. Clare follows Irene’s unspoken thoughts, “As if aware of her desire 

and her hesitation” (24). Even earlier, Clare’s first inquiry about Irene’s life 

suggests that Clare is already practically certain of the answer: “You’re married, I 

s’pose?” (21). When Irene affirms the fact, Clare’s response suggests that Irene’s 

domestic situation seems inevitable: “‘Yes,’ Clare said knowingly, ‘you would 
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be’” (21). Irene’s identity is consistent with her history of domestic stability; she 

wears this identity on her sleeve. Clare suggests that reading isn’t just about 

exposing, but about noticing facts and tallying them to make a coherent pattern. In 

this way, “Clare-voyance” reiterates the possibility that our beliefs about Irene 

and other characters may be roughly (if not always) dependable.   

But perhaps Clare’s abilities aren’t so extraordinary. Irene, for all her 

irrationality, sometimes proves to be a capable interpreter. For example, her 

theory of Clare’s “having way” goes far toward explaining Clare’s ambitions for 

wealth, glamour, and pleasure, ambitions that manifest in her passing. Irene 

recalls Clare’s “having way” as a justification for her early decision to pass, and 

subsequently Clare confirms the theory herself. As if justifying herself in response 

to Irene’s unspoken judgment, Clare explains how passing let her escape the 

hardships of poverty and racial prejudice. “I wanted things,” she confesses; “You 

had all the things I wanted and never had had. It made me all the more determined 

to get them, and others” (26). Clare wants material things, the kind of things that 

come with a middle class, respectable life like Irene’s. Her compulsive “having” 

becomes all the more legible in the conspicuous repetition “had had.” Irene’s 

theory of the having way is quite difficult to doubt when Clare willingly accepts 

it.  

Yet the having way gets more complicated when Clare expands her wish 

list beyond the things Irene wants to “others.” For having can mean something 

other than to possess: more obscurely, it can be a vulgar term for having sex with, 

and it can be used as a colloquial description of being deceived or manipulated (as 
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in, “I’ve been had!”). At this point, we must test how far the concept of having 

aligns with the facts of Clare’s behavior. Wanting other things, but lacking proper 

resources to get them, Clare’s desire for material comfort becomes more clearly 

associated with sex through a set of metonymic links. These links may produce in 

readers the same sense of Clare’s assertive sexuality that Irene senses (and fears). 

Late in the story, Clare seems to mock Irene’s chaste attention to her children by 

saying, “‘Children aren’t everything…. There are other things in the world, 

though some people don’t seem to suspect it.’ And she laughed, more, it seemed, 

at some secret joke of her own than at her words” (81, my emphasis). Clare’s 

expression implies that sex is for more than just reproduction, though Irene’s 

propriety may not admit its pleasures. Irene’s feeling that Clare is laughing at a 

“secret joke” also echoes Brian’s earlier rhetorical challenge to Irene, “If sex isn’t 

a joke, what is it?” (59). Irene’s impressions and Clare’s statement are consistent 

with a conceptual system in which sex is talked about as “other,” a “secret,” and a 

“joke.” These conceptual links suggest that it is possible to know when the 

characters are talking about sex: it is not hidden, but described in a way that 

readers must learn how to interpret through the course of the text.   

For Irene, signs of Clare’s sexuality are not hidden, but plain to see. Irene 

notices even from the moment she sees “the woman” at the Drayton that Clare has 

a “peculiar caressing smile” just “a shade too provocative” (14-15). This sense of 

illicit sexuality becomes stronger when Irene meets Clare’s husband and the “first 

thing she noticed about him was that he was not the man that she had seen with 

Clare Kendry on the Drayton Roof” (38). Irene’s “understanding was rapidly 
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increasing, as was her pity and her contempt. Clare was so daring, so lovely, and 

so ‘having’” (43). Irene begins to understand the quid pro quo that Clare’s life has 

become.  Gertrude sees it too, confiding to Irene, “I wouldn’t be in her shoes for 

all the money she’s getting out of it” (44). Clare, however, doesn’t have qualms 

with her situation. When Irene warns Clare that going to a Negro Welfare League 

dance alone might cause her to be mistaken for a “[lady] of easy virtue looking 

for trade,” Clare laughs off the warning by saying she “never has been” mistaken 

for a prostitute and that such a recognition would be “amusing” (71). It is unclear 

why Clare is confident here: perhaps she has nothing to do with prostitution, or 

perhaps the recognition of her trade simply wouldn’t bother her. At any rate, one 

of the facts of the book is that people have reasons to interpret the sexual trade 

implicit in her entrance to bourgeois, White society.  

Is it strange that some readers and critics would find Irene’s suspicions of 

Clare to be irrational? What reason would we have for doubting what we see, 

when it would be just as reasonable to believe it? If the point still seems 

ambiguous, Clare solidifies it with another frank confession (which also might be 

a threat) that “to get the things I want badly enough, I’d do anything, hurt 

anybody, throw anything away” (81). It should not be an irrational leap to connect 

Irene’s suspicions with Clare’s instrumentalization of sex, mercenary friendship, 

and critique of Irene’s values. And it is similarly not irrational to think that Irene 

can see when Clare has come between her and Brian. If readers and critics insist 

that Irene is irrational, and that Clare is misunderstood or harmless, this insistence 
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comes from a choice about what we value. And these values may not necessarily 

tally with the facts of the text that suggest Irene’s theories are sometimes rational.   

Based on what Clare says about what she would do to get what she wants, 

Irene seems quite rational when she takes caution and tries to protect herself and 

her family from Clare’s intrusion. Irene realizes it has already begun when a 

pattern of facts suggests that Clare and Brian are having an affair. The moment of 

realization comes when Brian’s behavior appears very strange. Brian invites Clare 

to a party that Irene had intentionally not invited Clare to. In this exchange, Brian 

is reluctant to admit that he invited her. Before he admits it, the narrator notes, 

“For a minute there was silence” (88). This is atypical for Brian, who is always 

quick with a comeback, who often puts Irene back on her heels when they argue. 

Brian’s usual mode is unabashed frankness, as when he derides Irene’s delicacy 

about sex and race, accusing her of “making a molly-coddle” out of their son by 

shielding him from the truth (59). So when Irene has her intuition about Brian and 

Clare, how should we read the unsettling pause? Why would Brian make an 

awkward attempt at delicacy about this subject? When Brian admits that he 

invited Clare, Irene reads in Brian’s expression a strange timidity. He makes a 

“little straightening motion of the shoulders. Hadn’t it been like that of a man 

drawing himself up to receive a blow?” (89).
7
 Irene’s response is equally as 

expressive, and she realizes that in her anger her voice “had gone queer” (89). If 

we second-guess Irene’s interpretation, it may be because Irene herself second-

guesses it. Irene’s reading of Brian’s emotions is also a justification for her 

reading of the facts: the “little straightening motion of the shoulders” looks like a 



137 

man “drawing himself up to receive a blow.” She doubts her ability to understand 

Brian, even though she has proven to be a good interpreter in the past.   

Moreover, this scene is not the only support for Irene’s theory of an affair, 

for it falls into a pattern of meetings between Brian and Clare that suddenly take 

on new meaning for Irene. Brian initially admonishes Irene for letting Clare into 

her life (54) but he quickly grows close to her. At the Negro Welfare League 

dance, he becomes protective of Clare, he dances with her “frequently” (75), and 

he then suggests that he’ll drive Clare home, saying, “I’ll drop you first and then 

run Clare down” (78). The “dropping” Irene resonates with the end of the book, 

suggesting that he may be throwing Irene over for her friend in a more serious 

way than readers are ready to see. Furthermore, readers are unlikely to doubt 

Irene’s statement that Clare and Brian sometimes go out together without her 

(80). And although Brian claims, “I like my ladies darker” than Clare (80), this is 

ironic given his own wife’s light skin. This pattern of growing closeness doesn’t 

frustrate or contradict Irene’s theory, and it only gives more support to Irene’s 

practical certainty about Clare’s threatening presence. Furthermore, Brian has a 

motive for an affair with Clare: he has always wanted to take more risks than 

Irene allows. His desire to escape America, with its the rigid color line and safe, 

dull routine, finds an objective correlative in Clare. Sex with her both troubles 

rigid racial distinctions and allows him to take a risk in an otherwise risk-free 

middle-class life. Irene’s theory is grounded on the facts of Brian’s growing 

intimacy with Clare and her own intuitions about the reasons for Brian’s strange 

behavior. Irene is tallying many facts here, and if we don’t tally them in the same 
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way, does that mean we’re more rational than she is? Perhaps, but maybe it 

simply shows that we have a deep distrust of this woman for other reasons: we 

like ambiguity and dislike middle-class moralizing; we feel attached to Clare and 

believe that Irene couldn’t possibly be giving us any real insight onto this world.   

Such insight seems impossible for psychological readings of the novel that 

rely on a fundamental break between the surface of conscious thoughts and the 

irrational core of oneself and one’s drives. Deborah McDowell proposes that Irene 

imagines the affair, projecting her own “erotic feelings for Clare” onto Brian 

(xxviii). McDowell writes,  

Given her [Irene’s] tendency to project her disowned traits, 

motives, and desires onto others, it is reasonable to argue that Irene 

is projecting her own developing passion for Clare onto Brian, 

although in ‘all their married life she had had no slightest cause to 

suspect [him] of any infidelity, of any serious flirtation even.’ The 

more the feelings develop, the more she fights them, for they 

threaten the placid surface of her middle-class existence as a 

doctor’s wife. ‘Safety and security,’ Irene’s watchwords, crop up 

repeatedly in the novel, after Clare arrives, and explain Irene’s 

struggle to avoid her. (xxviii)   

If McDowell argues that there is “no slightest cause to suspect” Brian, we have 

seen that there are many reasons to suspect him, reasons that Irene ignores early 

in the story to perpetuate her world of “safety and security.” Irene’s realization 

reveals again that her self-deceptions and rationalizations have given her a false 
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sense of stability in her relationship with Brian all along. She sees again Brian’s 

desire for risk, for wandering, for escaping the color line, and it is hard to attribute 

these desires to Irene because she so consistently prefers stability and solitude. I 

agree that Irene has strong emotional and likely sexual attraction to Clare, and that 

this attraction counteracts the attraction of safety and security. But if we tally the 

facts and they lead toward the theory of projection, this conclusion supports a 

belief of ours rather than an acknowledgment of Irene and her sense that her 

marriage is in jeopardy.  

We have seen how Irene’s knowledge is often clouded by desires and 

habits. And again, I am inclined to believe her when she realizes how her desires 

for absolute certainty and stability don’t tally with the facts. She sees her self-

deceptions more clearly now, and she admits, “Well, it had happened. She knew 

it, and knew that she knew it” (106). But if this is meant to satisfy readers, it may 

not. We may know as much as she does, but we cannot verify it. It’s not just 

knowledge that’s at stake here, though, for whatever we think we know or don’t 

know justifies our response to Irene. What kind of a reader would find doubt more 

compelling than Irene’s certainty that her life hangs in the balance between Brian 

and Clare? If we find Irene irrational here, it’s not because we have proof but 

because our beliefs lead us to suspect her.  

 

On Fall-ibility: Tallying the Truth about the End of Passing 

It should not be an impossible leap for readers to acknowledge what we 

know about the book. But the end of Passing pushes the plot’s ambiguity to a 
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climax. Judith Butler asks whether Clare’s fall is “an action whose causes must 

remain not fully knowable, not fully traceable?” (Bodies That Matter 173). These 

are questions about full certainty, and when it’s obvious that full certainty isn’t 

available, Butler argues that Clare’s fall remains “an action ambiguously 

executed, in which the agency of Irene and Clare is significantly confused” 

(Bodies That Matter 173). For some critics, the ending is so ambiguous that it 

seems senseless. Robert Bone calls it “a false and shoddy denouement [that] 

prevents the novel from rising above mediocrity” (102). Cheryl Wall calls the end 

“abrupt and unearned” (107). Claudia Tate avoids interpreting the novel’s end, 

claiming this ambiguous conclusion does justice to the text. Although it “would 

not be difficult” to “build a case” for one interpretation, she claims, doing so 

would mean “forcing the work to fit the demands of critical expectations rather 

than allowing the work to engender meaningful critical response” (146). But it is 

surely quite easy to say the novel is ambiguous, a move that likely forces the 

novel to fit the demands of critics’ need for absolute uncertainty. Furthermore, 

how can the novel “engender meaningful critical response” if we cannot agree on 

any of the facts that might produce a sense of meaning? The novel’s supposed 

absolute uncertainty is more likely to lead us to a skeptical response while 

devaluing the very real ways we may find ourselves attached to Irene, Clare, and 

others. Although this ambiguity can lead to compelling readings of the 

denouement, I am interested in the facts that readers would find to be beyond 

doubt. I argue that the ending makes sense as a conclusion to a work about 

tallying what we know with what we believe to be true.  
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The final chapter brings Irene’s emotional strain to the forefront at a party 

hosted by Felise and Dave Freeland. Clare has come to the party with Irene and 

Brian, and as they walk to the front door of the Freelands’ apartment building, 

Irene 

felt a something in the air, something that had been between those 

two and would be again. It was like a live thing pressing against 

her. In a quick furtive glance she saw Clare clinging to Brian’s 

other arm. She was looking at him with that provocative upward 

glance of hers, and his eyes were fastened on her face with what 

seemed to Irene an expression of wistful eagerness. (109)  

Here, Irene feels a tangible sensation, “like a live thing pressed against her,” that 

supports her fear that Brian and Clare are physically involved. Even if we doubt 

Irene’s theory about an affair, we have little reason to doubt that she accurately 

records Clare and Brian locking arms and locking looks, one “provocative” and 

the other eager. Irene is miserable at the party, and despite her attempts to cover 

her emotions, her friends see that she’s distraught. She opens a window to the 

sixth-floor apartment and she smokes a cigarette.  

 Soon, chaos erupts as Jack Bellew arrives, demands to see his wife, and 

confronts her about her race. “Everything was in confusion,” describes the 

narrator (111). Clare stands smiling by the open window, “amused” at her 

husband who now knows how right his pet name for her has been all along. Irene 

reacts:  
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It was that smile that maddened Irene. She ran across the 

room, her terror tinged with ferocity, and laid a hand on Clare’s 

bare arm. One thought possessed her. She couldn’t have Clare 

Kendry cast aside by Bellew. She couldn’t have her free….  

What happened next, Irene Redfield never afterwards 

allowed herself to remember. Never clearly.  

One moment Clare had been there, a vital glowing thing, 

like a flame of red and gold. The next she was gone. (111)  

What has happened here? Clare has fallen out the window to her death—did Irene 

push her? Even if we are uncertain about Irene’s action, our uncertainty rests on 

many things we are certain about. Readers do not doubt that Irene lays a hand on 

Clare. We do not doubt that she is “maddened” by Clare; that she feels “terror” 

because now that Jack knows, he can divorce Clare and she will be “free” from 

the social constraints that bind her to Irene and give Irene some control over 

Clare. We do not doubt that Irene’s terror is “tinged with ferocity,” for she 

ferociously defends herself against any imposition on her security. We do not 

doubt when the narrator claims, “Irene wasn’t sorry” (111)—and this is much 

different from what is meant by saying one has nothing to be sorry about.  

 Yet critics’ beliefs about Irene’s unreliability seem to provoke a cautious 

dismissal of these practically certain propositions. Because Irene doesn’t 

remember clearly, and because she doesn’t explicitly articulate whether she 

intentionally pushed Clare out the window, critics such as Tate suspend inquiry 

until an absolute truth can be proven. But this ambiguity is less a matter of 



143 

knowing reality than of defining the criteria by which these facts will become 

coherent. Irene thinks to herself that the other people at the party will believe 

different theories: “what would the others think? That Clare had fallen? That she 

had deliberately leaned backward? Certainly one or the other. Not—” (111). Here 

the uncertainty of multiple options relieves Irene of the strain of considering the 

possibility that the facts don’t speak favorably for her. Her unfinished thought, 

“Not—,” implies the dreadful belief that she might have killed Clare. Irene 

exploits uncertainty to defend herself from guilt, as she exploited uncertainty at 

the Drayton to defend herself from the violence of ejection. But it is too risky to 

remain uncertain, and her first audible words sound like one of Irene’s typical 

rationalizations: “‘It was an accident, a terrible accident,’ she muttered fiercely. 

‘It was’” (112). She has to convince herself of this theory, though she knows as 

well as readers do that it is hardly persuasive given her motives and actions in the 

scene. Irene probably won’t confess what she knows, and even if she did confess, 

critics might doubt such “proof” coming from an apparently unreliable source.  

If we’re not willing to condemn Irene right away, then we find ourselves 

in the position of believing Irene. But how does this belief tally with facts? Our 

uncertainty is particularly glaring in light of textual parallels between Clare’s fall 

and two other scenes that involve intention. In one scene, just after Irene realizes 

that Clare and Brian may be having an affair, Irene hosts a tea party and struggles 

to suppress her “almost uncontrollable impulse to laugh, to scream, to hurl things 

about. She wanted, suddenly, to shock people, to hurt them, to make them notice 

her, to be aware of her suffering” (91-92). Here, she wants to make people 
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acknowledge her suffering, and, because there is no indirect object “them” in the 

last clause, the grammar of the sentence suggests that she herself needs to “be 

aware of her suffering.” We can see that she can’t acknowledge her own rage and 

her frustrated desire, emotions that explode the bounds of her “safe and secure” 

self-identity. Her anger reaches a fever pitch, and she knocks a cup onto the floor. 

The text records the incident in this way:  

Rage boiled up in her.  

There was a slight crash. On the floor at her feet lay the 

shattered cup. Dark stains dotted the bright rug. Spread. The 

chatter stopped. Went on. Before her, Zulena gathered up the white 

fragments. (93-94) 

The paratactic break between the first two sentences could easily be read as 

ambiguous. Irene has the impulse to break things, a thing breaks; she may have 

intended it, or maybe not—who can prove it? Yet readers are unlikely to doubt 

what has happened. It would be absurd to hold fast to ambiguity in this case, for it 

is easy to see that Irene is responsible for breaking the cup even if she does it 

without fully intending to.  

 The text offers many facts that reinforce the connection between the cup’s 

fall and Clare’s, regardless of what Irene intended. In both scenes, Irene is in a 

rage, and she seems unaware of her own actions. The cup itself is like Clare, too: 

white and porcelain-smooth, its “dark” contents—like Clare’s metaphorically 

Black blood—spill out when it falls. In the later scene, Clare’s life as a White, 



145 

bourgeois woman falls apart when Jack discovers her smiling, “as if the structure 

of her life were not lying in fragments before her” (111).  

Readers see the metaphorical identity between Clare and the cup more 

clearly when Irene produces a clever explanation for why she broke the cup. This 

explanation speaks of a history of slavery and racial mobility, but also of 

violence, and we must resist the temptation to think of this meaning as simply 

hidden or unintentional. She describes the cup as an heirloom once owned by  

the charming Confederates… brought North by way of the subway. 

Oh, all right! Be English if you want and call it the underground. 

What I’m coming to is the fact that I’ve never figured out a way of 

getting rid of it until about five minutes ago. I had an inspiration. I 

had only to break it, and I was rid of it for ever. So simple! And I’d 

never thought of it before. (94) 

This explanation is an imagined history of the cup but also of Clare, who is the 

descendant of Confederates as well as a descendent of the slaves they held as 

property. Clare’s ancestors perhaps passed northward secretly by way of the 

underground railroad in search of freedom. If its meaning is hidden, it is only 

hidden for those who don’t know how such words describe the history of race in 

America. And Irene’s audience is a savvy set. Her friend, Hugh Wentworth, 

“nodded and his frosty smile spread over his features. Had she convinced him?” 

(94). The frosty smile and her own doubt lead readers to think that she has not 

convinced him, though “she was sure” that her feigned lightheartedness didn’t 

sound forced (94-5), and that Hugh will “take the blame” for the incident (95). 
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Here, plausible denials lightly cover the possibility that Irene is responsible for 

dropping the cup. Hugh’s help bearing the blame also implies that he is willing to 

give her the benefit of the doubt even when it would be reasonable not to. For she 

did drop the cup: she did it—did it in a rage, did it without thinking, or perhaps 

did it to feel better—and no further evidence is necessary.  

Larsen further explores the question of Irene’s intentions when Irene 

smokes a cigarette and throws it out the window, “watching the tiny spark drop 

slowly down to the white ground below” (110). McDowell has noted how this 

language connects to Irene’s final impression of Clare: “One moment Clare had 

been there, a vital glowing thing, like a flame of red and gold. The next she was 

gone” (111). And while McDowell uses this parallel to illustrate the language of 

flame and smoking that signals Irene’s sexual desire for Clare, I want to show 

how this parallel affects our judgment of Irene. When Irene throws the cigarette 

out the window, we may not say that she does so intentionally, but perhaps more 

accurately, she does so “automatically,” or “unconsciously.”
8
 The question here is 

not whether she threw the cigarette out, but how she did it, and how her manner 

bears on our understanding of her action. Likewise, the question shouldn’t be 

whether she pushed Clare out the window, but how the description of her actions 

tallies with our sense of the truth of the event. The language used to describe 

Irene’s actions leaves little room for doubt: she rushed at Clare “madly,” with 

“terror” and “ferocity,” without feeling “sorry,” doing it to preserve her own 

security. Is this description “proof” of what happened? What would constitute 

“proof” if the text’s descriptions don’t? What makes Irene’s push so much more 
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doubtful than her knocking a cup over, or tossing a cigarette out the window? 

These instances may not be exactly parallel. But the fact that readers are only 

likely to be uncertain about one of them suggests that either this uncertainty isn’t 

rational, or that our beliefs rarely pass the test of rationality—and this is rarely a 

problem.  

In the end, we are faced with the difficulty of going on where rationality, 

certainty, and knowledge are constantly tested by the facts of the characters’ 

world. But the last words of the novel leave us somewhere between certainty and 

radical ambiguity. These words belong to an unnamed, authoritative man who 

investigates Clare’s fall. He says, “Death by misadventure, I’m inclined to 

believe. Let’s go up and have another look at that window” (114).
9
 Not knowing 

much about the situation, he is in the process of developing a belief based on what 

he sees and hears: some people claim Clare simply fell, others claim her enraged 

husband pushed her. When the man seeks “another look at that window,” 

however, he recognizes the necessity of looking closely to make an interpretation 

based on evidence. He makes no accusation, but neither does he say, “It’s 

impossible to know.”  

True, Irene’s perspective is a cracked window, a battered glass through 

which to see the characters and their world.
10

 But if the novel’s final injunction 

for us is that we take a “closer look at that window,” the point is not to expose 

Irene or ourselves to those who would dominate us. Instead, it is to see how our 

attachment to Irene leads us to value uncertainty. I do not want to say that “I 

know” the things that other critics doubt, but I do want to say that Passing 
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challenges readers to reconsider what we know and how. We must face the 

unsettling fact that much of our knowledge requires no proof, that we doubt things 

despite having passable proof, and that we are unaware of the ways we are, 

already, unconsciously in solidarity based on what we know about each other. 

Larsen’s text does not deny the solidity of race, sex, and class, and if it is meant to 

free us from racism, sexism, and classism, it does so by showing readers how the 

apparent solidity of these practices comes to pass.   

In this chapter, I have been arguing that theoretically-inclined critics 

should pay greater attention to the real workings of conventions to see not just 

when they fail, but also when they serve valuable purposes for going on. In the 

next chapter, I push this focus on the ordinary operations of conventions further 

by considering how Samuel Beckett’s Three Novels pursues the modernist 

concern for clarifying our common uses of unstable concepts.  
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Chapter Four  

What’s the Use of an Explanation? Or, Going on with Samuel Beckett 

In July 2017, my six year-old son Julian, practicing his reading chops 

around the corner from me, spied the blue-green letters on an anthology of 

Samuel Beckett’s works on our bookshelf. I couldn’t see him, and he was alone, 

but I knew what was up when he said, “‘I can’t go on, I’ll go on.’ That doesn’t 

make sense!”   

How could I explain this to my son? Certainly not by explaining the 

meaning of the words. He knows what they mean—and many more complicated 

ones, too. How do I know how to understand this phrase? Can I give him anything 

more than a subjective interpretation?  What would count as a proper or satisfying 

explanation?  

Immediately, I plunge into the anxious depths of Beckett criticism, where 

the question of what Beckett means follows well-worn paths toward negation and 

recuperation. Peter Boxall claims that “the history of Beckett criticism” has 

largely traced out the possibilities of two competing claims that are perhaps best 

summed up by Jacques Derrida: “[Beckett] is a nihilist and he is not a nihilist” 

(Boxall 35). In Martin Esslin’s early estimation, there seems to be relatively little 

between these poles. On the one hand, there is an archaic and failed appeal to 

“metaphysical explanation that could give [Beckett’s] efforts purpose and supply 

him with immutable standards of truth, goodness, and beauty,” and on the other, 

there is the artist who is “left to fend for himself, without intelligible purpose in a 

world devoid of meaning” (2). Metaphysical explanation being an obvious non-
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starter, the confrontation with negativity and meaninglessness seems like the only 

sure thing. Yet, as Shane Weller contends, it is difficult to escape the “double 

failure” of nihilism: “the failure of nihilism either to arrive, by crossing the 

threshold, or to be left behind” (23-4). That is, nihilism is never entirely provable 

in Beckett, and it can never be wholly denied. This is a bind for critics who, 

according to Esslin, are crucial for explaining to “the mass of readers” what to 

feel in response to the apparently undeniable void in Beckett’s works (12). Boxall 

finds hope in studies of “intertextuality and influence in and through Beckett’s 

work” that would produce interpretations that are “not immediately negated or 

cancelled our” and that are not simply mirrors for the critic. But escaping these 

versions of nothingness (nothing to say, nothing to talk about but me) is still 

difficult. Although Daniela Caselli argues that one cannot underestimate the 

importance of contextual readings in Beckett’s work, she also rightly 

acknowledges that Beckett refuses the dream that context could produce a 

comprehensive explanation of what he means (11-12). 

In short, we need an explanation of the text that is “not immediately 

negated or cancelled out” and that produces agreements in judgment (one that 

isn’t simply subjective). For this explanation, we must look to the facts of the text 

and explaining Beckett to a child keeps us quite close to the facts. I need an 

explanation that doesn’t rely on the canons of literature, philosophy, 

psychoanalysis, or history because Julian would need those conceptual and 

contextual frameworks explained to him too. These contexts would only add more 

narratives to analyze and explain, and more potential contradictions to resolve. 
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They wouldn’t necessarily solve the basic problem Julian has with reading the 

facts of the text. But my explanation also needs to give language for Julian’s 

feeling, rather than simply telling him what to feel. Ludwig Wittgenstein runs into 

a similar issue when he considers explaining to someone the meaning of a musical 

phrase: “It’s most important that he didn’t have to accept the explanation; it’s not 

as though I had, as it were, given him conclusive reasons for thinking that this 

passage should be compared with that and the other one. I don’t, e.g., explain to 

him that according to things the composer has said this passage is supposed to 

represent such and such” (Culture and Value 69e). In the absence of “conclusive 

reasons” and the assurance of the “composer’s” words (Beckett was famously 

reluctant to interpret his own work), I am compelled to explain how Beckett’s 

phrase is grammatical. That is, I have to show Julian the rule for saying “I can’t 

go on, I’ll go on” the same way I do.   

Many of Beckett’s readers may find themselves in a similar, frustratingly 

naive position, where historical, philosophical, and other intellectual contexts 

don’t satisfy the basic questions of how to read. It is common to feel like a six-

year-old when faced with Beckett, thrown back onto our ordinary experience of 

the texts. Moreover, these experiences of textual meaning form the basis for more 

elaborate interpretations, laying the groundwork for discussions about which 

contexts are important, which affects are appropriate, and which theories we 

should use when we talk about texts. Beckett’s work demands pragmatic reading 

that aims at induction as a way of seeing more clearly how we make meaning and 
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produce interpretations.
1
 These processes begin with our training in the rules of 

reading and grammar, and they begin when we learn a language.  

 In this chapter, I argue that Beckett’s texts invite inquiry into the question 

of what a sufficient explanation would be, what the limits of explanation are, and 

what it means to understand a phrase. Beckett shows that not every explanation 

must be an interpretation; instead, an explanation may help one see how to go on 

with language even when its rules appear to falter. I go on, even when I feel I 

can’t. Going on is an ordinary experience, and it is integral to both Beckett’s 

novels and Wittgenstein’s thoughts on rule-following.   

In previous chapters of this dissertation, I have challenged what I call the 

“critical autonomy hypothesis” and the “failure hypothesis” as they appear in 

critics’ descriptions of modernist language as deceptive and infinitely uncertain. 

This chapter follows a similar line of reasoning by challenging critics who use 

Beckett to show that language, knowledge, and meaning simply dissolve, 

especially as a critique of ordinary cultural practices. For these critics, Beckett 

registers failure and disappointment that meaning is not absolute, certain, or ideal. 

This sense is especially palpable in discussions of Beckett’s Three Novels: 

Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable, so I focus my discussion on these 

texts. Surely, the characters in these novels degrade, often along with their 

narrative and reasoning capabilities. But I contend that these senses of negation 

don’t capture the basic experience of understanding that happens when we read—

even if they do describe a thematic element of Beckett’s novels that makes it 
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difficult to believe that they are recuperative or optimistic in any way. The novels 

strain sense, and readers are meant to fel the strain.   

Reading Beckett alongside Wittgenstein, I do not want to give the false 

impression that Wittgenstein solves (or dissolves) the problems Beckett poses, or 

that Beckett simply dramatizes Wittgensteinian thought.
2
 Instead, I want to think 

about how these two writers approach the process of learning to understand a 

language, with all its rule-bound, social practices. Rule-following is not 

necessarily good in this story, and Beckett clearly ascribes little value to rule-

following behavior, cultural norms, and habits: “What matters is to eat and 

excrete. Dish and pot, dish and pot, these are the poles,” Malone sardonically says 

of his daily routine (179). Yet rule-following is what we do when we read and 

speak. Thus, it is worth the attention of critics interested in describing how 

readers read modernist texts.   

 

Starting from Nothing and Recuperating Texts  

Many critics see Beckett working to negate literary-humanist values, and 

Beckett’s own criticism of Proust aims harsh words at “our smug will to live” and 

“our pernicious and incurable optimism” (Proust 15). Weller calls Beckett’s work 

“From the Proust monograph [1931] on…” an  

unremitting labour of negation, at first a Bergsonian excavation 

beyond the deluding constructions of reason and habit, later a 

dissolution of language itself, undertaken in order to bring the 

essential to appearance. This labour of negation is guided by the 
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notion that art should be truthful to the real, that it should reveal it 

or let it reveal itself as it is. That the real may well, in truth, be a 

nothingness (a theory that would certainly make of his aesthetics a 

form of nihilism) remains a possibility throughout Beckett’s 

critical writings. (67-8)  

Weller is right to point out Beckett’s faith in the real, and the negation of reason 

and habit may have a large role to play in exposing reality. It is also true that the 

subject matter of the stories is “infinitely wretched,” to use Maurice Blanchot’s 

phrase (117). But if Beckett’s aesthetics paints a picture of “nothingness,” this 

aesthetic product is still a form in ink and paper, and thus inevitably a 

“something” to be read. Many critics agree that the wretchedness of subject 

matter is mitigated by the form of the work, which is organized, suggestive of 

deep meaning, and often humorous, surprising, baffling, arresting, and affecting. 

Josh Bolin argues that the form comes into tension with the overt denial of human 

values, “not least because … these books work to test the codes and systems we 

bring to the act of reading” (172). Testing one’s reading is crucial for one’s 

encounter with Beckett’s work.  

Weller’s version of Beckett’s “dissolution of language” and “excavation 

beyond … deluding constructions” suggests that when Beckett tests language, it 

always fails. The tension, of course, is in communicating such a message using 

the medium that is supposedly broken. And Beckett’s unique works don’t simply 

fail for three volumes: they ruminate on failure, showing how particular 

characters’ struggle to mean or say what they want to. Indeed, Three Novels 
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portrays characters such as Molloy and Moran, Malone and Saposcat, and the 

Unnamable who cannot seem to stop their habitual reasoning, speaking, and 

writing. Rather than imposing broad judgments about failure and success, we 

should pay attention to the ways the language of the text allows us to talk of 

“characters” at all, and to say anything about where and how they ostensibly live. 

Beckett may deny our higher-order desires for realistic descriptions or narrative 

logic and development, but failing to make these moves is different from failing 

to make language work. Without reason and habit, there would be no reading and 

no sense in thinking or talking about Beckett’s novels.  

Simon Critchley also sees this testing of codes and systems at the level of 

form, especially in sentences that both offer and deny, hypothesize and negate. 

Critchley especially notes the function of humor for bringing readers back from 

the edge of nihilism, returning our gaze “to the condition of particular objects, to 

their materiality, their extraordinary ordinariness: the gaff, the handkerchief, the 

toy dog, the sheet, the pap, the pain-killer” (175). This method denies “narratives 

of redemption” and gives “an approach to meaninglessness as the achievement of 

the ordinary, a redemption from redemption” (32). This leaves us with a Beckett 

who is not only difficult to interpret, but whose project denies interpretation. 

Critchley notes that although explanations of Three Novels are always possible—

and the novels often seem to demand various philosophical, psychoanalytical, and 

literary generic explanations—these explanations always either lag behind the 

complexities and contradictions of Beckett’s texts or overshoot the texts into the 

“stratosphere of metalanguage” (166). This doesn’t mean that Beckett leaves us 
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“with nothing to say,” however, for there is an endless amount of things to be said 

about the texts (178). Nonetheless, any interpretation “will not amount to a 

positive meaning, but rather the concrete reconstructions of the negation of 

meaning” (178).  

Critchley is right to attend to Beckett’s form and to expressions of 

meaninglessness. But meaninglessness doesn’t seem to be achievable at all. The 

voice of the Unnamable claims, “I go on as best I can, if it begins to mean 

something I can’t help it” (393). In Critchley’s “concrete reconstructions of the 

negation of meaning,” we miss the ways the concrete produces ordinary, 

contingent, practical meaning because we are too focused on an ideal or 

metaphysical meaning that cannot be achieved. Critchley is explicit about the 

failed idealism that grounds his argument. He declares,   

philosophy begins in disappointment. That is to say, philosophy 

begins not, as ancient tradition relates, in an experience of wonder 

at the fact that things (nature, the world, the universe) are, but 

rather with an indeterminate but palpable sense that something 

desired has not been fulfilled, that a fantastic effort has failed. One 

feels that things are not, or at least not the way we expected or 

hoped they might be” (xvii).   

This sense of failure retains the odor of the ideal, a “something desired” that 

resists our efforts to reach it and understand it. Critchley calls this a “specifically 

modern conception of philosophy,” a post-Kantian sensation in which the dream 

of approaching the absolute is seen as just a dream (xvii). But it’s not entirely 
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clear why philosophy should begin here, rather than in an experience of wonder. 

Perhaps the key to Critchley’s philosophy is in his own experience: he describes 

how he wrote his book while his father was dying. His philosophy reflects a time 

and a temperament, and his explanation reveals his embeddedness in the world 

rather than Beckett’s or ours—to say nothing of general philosophical principles. 

This is not meant to be a criticism, however, but to show that such interpretations 

have as much to do with one’s situation as with the facts of the text. Why does 

this aesthetic object speaks to Critchley in this way? The answer tells us much 

about Critchley and about how a son grieves the loss of his father—but perhaps 

less than we need to know about the texts themselves. Disappointment is only one 

starting point (among many) from which to pursue thought. I still need to explain 

to Julian how I go on reading Beckett.   

Given Critchley’s disappointed idealism, it is no surprise that he finds in 

Beckett “redemption from redemption,” and the ordinary as “an achievement.” 

Although these paradoxes complicate Critchley’s claim, the fundamental 

movement is still toward “redemption,” and “achievement” that would provide a 

kind of philosophical satisfaction that I don’t think Beckett would be willing to 

allow. Along similar lines, Joshua Landy suggests that Beckett’s project in Three 

Novels is to achieve “the primary goal of ataraxia, freedom from disturbance, 

enduring peace of mind” (126). Ataraxia would be a release from philosophical 

thinking, when philosophical problems would simply dissolve. But this 

achievement is a strange label to attach to the Beckett whose prose does not 

approach ataraxia, even if his characters desire it.   
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How do Beckett’s texts respond to conjectures about negation, the 

achievement of the ordinary, and peace of mind? They do not seem capable of 

offering any final words. Molloy suggests that it is impossible to find peace 

(ataraxia) from the rages of reason. He does not know what principle he observes 

in doing what he does (as if doing something required a principle),
3
 and he 

ruminates on not knowing but wanting to know: “No, all that is not worth while, 

not worth while bothering about, and yet you do bother about it, your sense of 

values gone” (41, my emphasis). Despite not knowing, not having an explanation 

that would illuminate the principles of going on, one simply doesn’t give up 

“bother[ing] about it.” This is certainly the case while reading: we are trained to 

bother about fictional characters and their lives, even when they frustrate our 

desire to understand them. Readers play a game in which these lives are 

significant, and we consider them while we reflect on and judge our own.  

When we bother about our world and the world of the texts, even without 

a solid sense of the value of doing so, we find ourselves taking part in pragmatic 

processes. Beckett’s novels offer uncertainties similar to those we encounter as 

we learn our way about the world. We guess, learn to follow and break rules, 

hypothesize and throw out bad hypotheses. We use language to describe our 

shared vision of the world, to entertain each other, to pass the time, or to imagine 

an alternative world, among other things. Beckett offers material for pragmatism 

without optimism—without disappointment either. The voice of the Unnamable 

describes how thinking and reasoning persist regardless of one’s sense of 

disappointment. It describes all of Beckett’s characters when it says, “What can 
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you expect, they don’t know who they are either, nor where they are, nor what 

they’re doing, nor why everything is going so badly, so abominably badly, that 

must be it. So they build up hypotheses that collapse on top of one another, it’s 

human a lobster couldn’t do it” (365). Knowing “who they are,” or “where they 

are,” or “what they’re doing,” would amount to something like a generalized, 

logical explanation of humanity and its behavior—one that would explain the 

disappointment that “everything is going so badly, so abominably badly.” Yet this 

disappointment sounds as if it is invented: “that must be it,” the voice speculates, 

without giving any alternative explanation. We can make hypotheses and they 

will continue to collapse; they may not overcome uncertainty, but our desire to 

know will not be stifled.  

Beckett describes this conflict of impulses in an oblique way in his 

dialogue with Georges Duthuit on the painting of Bram van Velde. There, Beckett 

refuses the hope that art achieves anything. He denounces the desire to continue a 

history of art that attempts to improve on past faults in representation, and he 

denounces an art that finds achievement in its own failure, making “of this 

submission, this admission, this fidelity to failure, a new occasion, a new term of 

relation” (Proust 125). This kind of art would make an expression out of the work 

of an artist who is “unable to act, obliged to act” (Proust 125), and Beckett 

declares, “my inability to do so places myself, and perhaps an innocent, in what I 

think is still called an unenviable situation. (Proust 126). Beckett anticipates and 

denies the move to redeem the unredeemable, to make a “new occasion, a new 

term of relation” out of the failure of representative art. He cannot subscribe to 
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either expression or the artistic value of non-expression. In doing so he considers 

the possibility of literary art that neither disappoints nor satisfies, giving readers 

nothing solid to gain from our reading. Interestingly, he places himself in the 

same category as “an innocent” viewer, for whom the usual explanations of art are 

meaningless. This position is like that of a child faced with a work of art: it is 

“unenviable” because an innocent doesn’t have many resources for interpretation. 

This innocent can’t explain why the work is an achievement or a failure. But the 

obligation to say something nonetheless remains: one can always describe what 

one sees and feels. To escape from the burden of artistic achievement, or the 

failure to reach it, or the disappointment of some absolute representation, we need 

to start again.   

 

Starting Again: Seeing What We Do 

Wittgenstein poses an alternative starting point, and with it some therapy 

for philosophical approaches that can’t find the vast middle between metaphysical 

explanation and the meaningless void. Wittgenstein begins with facts, pointing 

out the ways meaning occurs even without interpretation. He writes, “the teaching 

of language is not explaining, but training” (Philosophical Investigations §5). 

This is true of reading, too, a process of training that leads readers to agree on the 

facts of a text, some of which include basic meanings that any native speaker 

might agree to. This is not to say that the rules of language are ironclad, for 

phrases can mean multiple things in multiple situations. But uncertainty need not 

lead to nihilism or an infinity of interpretive possibilities. As Sonia Sedivy claims, 
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“meanings do not stop short of the facts” (168). You can’t escape the facts of 

what a text says, and when we are trained to respond to the facts of a text by 

reading, “we acquire what we might call a “second nature” of cultural norm-

governed ways of being” (Sedivy 171).  

Wittgenstein claims that “there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an 

interpretation, but which, from case to case of application, is exhibited in what we 

call ‘following the rule’ and ‘going against it’” (PI §201). There’s no need for 

interpretation or explanation when, for example, I hand a shopkeeper a note that 

reads “five red apples;” the shopkeeper acts in predictable, well-practiced ways to 

the words “five,” “red,” and “apples.” The same is true of our encounter with a 

Beckett text, where the facts of the text lead us to a sense of meaning that doesn’t 

necessarily require or allow interpretive explanations. We don’t need an 

explanation to envision Molloy’s bicycle, or to believe the fact that he 

accidentally runs over a dog while riding it. We don’t get much explanation for 

the situation of the Unnamable, eyes open and immobile, with Malone passing 

before him occasionally. “Explanations come to an end somewhere” (PI §1), 

Wittgenstein writes, and when they do, we have not reached a void. Instead, we 

begin to see the facts of our language as we use it.  

Even Beckett’s characters understand some things, and their uncertainties 

are circumscribed by culturally norm-governed ways of being. In one scene in 

Malone Dies, Beckett shows how to read the phrase similar to “I can’t go on, I’ll 

go on,” and it doesn’t require interpretations. In this scene, the young Saposcat 

watches his mother meticulously sorting lentils into a pot, and when she abandons 
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her futile task, she sweeps all the lentils into her pot and declares, “I have done all 

that I can do” (208). Sapo reflects,  

To stop in the middle of a tedious and perhaps futile task was 

something that Sapo could readily understand. For a great number 

of tasks are of this kind, without a doubt, and the only way to end 

them is to abandon them. She could have gone on sorting her 

lentils all night and never achieved her purpose, which was to free 

them from all admixture. But in the end she would have stopped, 

saying, I have done all I can do. But she would not have done all 

she could have done. (208)   

Sapo approaches the situation with a dictionary definition of what the words of 

the phrase mean: “all” she “could have done,” in a literal sense, means that his 

mother will exert herself until she finishes, falls asleep, or starves. So when she 

gives up, Sapo struggles to match his prior knowledge of the meanings of her 

words with what he sees. He does not give an interpretation here, however, since 

he reports that “he could readily understand” what she is doing when she declares 

she has done all she can do.   

By all ordinary criteria, Sapo’s mother’s phrase is perfectly well used. It is 

crucial, however, that while his mother’s phrase seems to contradict the case, 

readers only get this impression from the apparent rigidity of his logic. This logic 

doesn’t adhere to cultural norms of understanding, but instead reaches for an 

absolute grammar that would explain his mother’s words. Here, I feel the force of 

Wittgenstein’s claim that “When we believe that we have to find that order, the 
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ideal, in our actual language, we become dissatisfied with what are ordinarily 

called ‘sentences,’ ‘words,’ signs’” (PI §105). In other words, thoughts of the 

ideal and our failure to achieve it blind us to the ways our language works: “For 

the crystalline purity of logic was, of course, not something I had discovered: it 

was a requirement” (PI §107). The requirements of logic may lead to 

interpretations that inevitably fail because they don’t look at the facts. Then, we 

may find ourselves disappointed at the nothingness where we thought we would 

discover reason. For Wittgenstein, this apparent failure to explain is not an end, 

but the beginning of discovering the reality of our language, training, and 

understanding. We “discover” what we do, and see more clearly how we 

communicate it across the yawning gap of uncertainty between any two people.
4
 

Beckett and Wittgenstein show how we manage to understand anything despite 

our failure to achieve an ideal grammar or logical consistency.  

I feel that I understand Sapo’s mother’s phrase. But still, how would one 

explain to Sapo the meaning of “I have done all I can do?” And still, how would 

one explain the meaning of “I can’t go on, I’ll go on” to Julian? Both seem to be 

logical contradictions, but they won’t be ironed out by going to the dictionary for 

definitions. To do so would be to revert to a process of abstraction that mistakes 

dictionary definitions for the meanings of words—when, in fact, dictionary 

definitions are post facto explanations of use. Neither would we say to Sapo, 

“your mother doesn’t mean what she says” because only an innocent would think 

she misspoke. We need an explanation that could train an innocent to see how this 

phrase is exactly what is meant in this situation, how this phrase is the right thing 
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to say if you want to be understood. As Wittgenstein claims, “I want you to 

remember that words have those meanings which we have given them; and we 

give them meanings by explanations” (Blue and Brown Books 27). This is not an 

appeal to an abstract rule of correctness, but an appeal to look and see how 

meaning can be found in the common uses of words.  

To explain how I understand “I can’t go on, I’ll go on,” I have to consider 

how the phrase would be used in relation to actions, sensations, or experiences. 

Stanley Cavell reminds us that “we learn language and learn the world together, 

that they become elaborated and distorted together, and in the same places. We 

may also be forgetting how elaborate a process the learning is” (Must We Mean 

What We Say? 19). It requires much linguistic training, often involving a 

dictionary or other abstract definitions, to get to the point where one can 

understand a phrase (a claim, an identification, a command, an excuse) and use it 

in an appropriate situation. If Beckett’s phrase, “I can’t go on, I’ll go on,” seems 

to be a distortion of logic, it might well exemplify an experience of mental and 

emotional distortion, an experience of internal conflict and futile persistence.  

But these are more words my son doesn’t know. If my explanations fall 

short, it’s likely because there are aspects of them that need their own 

explanations. Wittgenstein considers such a case with an explanation of who 

Moses is, the Biblical figure who led the Israelites out of Egypt: “similar doubts 

to those about the name ‘Moses’ are possible about the words of this explanation 

(what are you calling “Egypt,” whom the “Israelites,” and so forth?). These 

questions would not even come to an end when we got down to words like “red,” 
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“dark,” “sweet.” (PI §87). The effectiveness of an explanation depends on shared 

training about what words such as red, dark, and sweet mean. As one learns, one 

develops understanding of basic concepts and builds up an understanding of the 

rules for using new, complex ones in new, complex situations. Still, there is no 

fixed ground for these rules of understanding because the process of learning 

them is not determined by any given sequence.   

I might better explain the phrase with an example—a situation from a life 

that would make sense for my son. What can I point to—an ostensive definition—

to make Julian see what I see? Because ostension relies on previous knowledge 

and training regarding the role of a word (a number, a color), I must also ask, 

what parts of his world do I know, and what parts of my world does he know well 

enough for me to use as the foundation for introducing something new? Before he 

can understand any phrase as abstract as “I can’t go on, I’ll go on,” he needs a 

concrete experience in which to use the phrase. I might ask him to imagine 

climbing a mountain, doing his homework, swimming across the pool by himself: 

having the feeling that he has run out of energy or resources but goes on anyway. 

(That’s the explanation for a six year old, and it may get deeper when it involves 

imagining surviving death camps or World War. These are differences in degree 

rather than kind.) If he does understand it, he does so by showing me that he can 

use this phrase in the context of the world and “get it” when I say it. He doesn’t 

have to “accept” my explanation, to use Wittgenstein’s phrase, because he can say 

it as well as I can. He may then have a clue what a phrase like “futile persistence” 

means too. This is what understanding looks like.   



166 

 

Meaning: No Longer a Philosophical Proposition, but an Empirical One  

 When a philosophically-inclined critic’s first principle becomes “Don’t 

think, but look!” (PI §66), the question of whether Beckett is a nihilist or not 

becomes increasingly strange. The problem is in the thinking that makes us dream 

about an absolute meaning or its absolute negation, when our reality involves only 

ordinary, fallible meanings. The Unnamable seems to be aware of the problem of 

thinking as it reflects on its language, saying “Strange, these phrases that die for 

no reason, strange, what’s strange about it, here all is strange, all is strange when 

you come to think of it, no, it’s coming to think of it that is strange” (396).
5
 We 

can become estranged from our language, our second nature that most often 

requires no interpretations. This estrangement is not built into language, however, 

but rather inheres in the character that thinks language should live up to some 

alternative ideal. Language produces ordinary meanings that persist even when 

logical uncertainty seems to dissolve concepts. When we focus on these ordinary 

meanings, Beckett’s nihilism or anti-nihilism is less important than the question 

of how the facts of the texts guide us through the uncertainties of linguistic 

practices. The question is no longer about Beckett, but about how readers go on.   

Throughout Three Novels, Beckett dramatizes many uncertainties 

surrounding the explanation and learning of rule-following behaviors. But these 

uncertainties don’t simply dissolve meaning and narrative sense. In fact, they 

show in relief how meaning is made despite contingency. In The Unnamable, for 

example, Mahood puzzles over the meaning of “goodness.” He is kept, “Stuck 
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like a sheaf of flowers in a deep jar, its neck flush with my mouth, on the side of a 

quiet street near the shambles” (321). The proprietress of a nearby restaurant 

empties his jar weekly and covers him with a tarpaulin when it snows. Mahood 

likes his situation, and he’s on the verge of feeling grateful until he realizes that 

he is being used as an advertisement for her restaurant. He wonders if this 

exploitation might absolve him of the need for gratitude: “I realized darkly that if 

she took care of me thus, it was not solely out of goodness, or else I had not 

rightly understood the meaning of goodness, when it was explained to me” (322). 

Mahood may have learned about goodness in one context, but he isn’t sure how to 

apply the rule of the word’s use to this situation.  

If understanding is supposed to eliminate doubts or anxieties, or it is 

supposed to prepare us to know every possible situation in which to apply the 

concept “good,” then his idea of understanding requires an impossible logical 

purity. Yet Wittgenstein suggests that a rule for using a word “stands like a 

signpost,” and a signpost doesn’t tell me “which direction I am to take when I 

have passed it” (PI §85). Furthermore, “if there were not a single signpost, but a 

sequence of signposts or chalk marks on the ground — is there only one way of 

interpreting them?” (PI §85). The multiple signposts here are like the multiple 

situations in which to use a word. While there may always be multiple ways to 

interpret words, most often we are simply trained to follow them in normal 

ways—despite the uncertainties we encounter between stable markers of known 

meaning. “So I can say that the signpost does after all leave room for doubt,” 

Wittgenstein continues, “Or rather, it sometimes leaves room for doubt, and 
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sometimes not. And now this is no longer a philosophical proposition, but an 

empirical one” (PI 85). If we find ourselves wrapped in philosophical uncertainty 

about a phrase, this problem might disappear if we simply look and see what the 

phrase does in a particular situation. Our doubts may not always disappear. But in 

the case of Mahood the problem is not that we don’t know what goodness is, but 

that it is difficult to make a judgment about appropriate use here. It’s not absurd to 

think that Mahood’s caretaker is being good.   

Explanations are helpful for describing judgments of use, showing how to 

go on in new circumstances. Mahood has a sense of what it means to be good, and 

most of the shopkeeper’s actions fit the bill. If, once before, someone explained to 

Mahood what goodness meant, how would explaining it again resolve his 

uncertainty? We can’t say he knows nothing about goodness, or that his definition 

is all wrong. Explaining the concept here would be a matter of discerning the 

appropriate common practice: is this what most people commonly call goodness? 

Wittgenstein writes, “One might say: an explanation serves to remove or to 

prevent a misunderstanding — one, that is, that would arise if not for the 

explanation, but not every misunderstanding that I can imagine” (PI §87). 

Explanations are not general here, but specific to the kinds of misunderstandings 

that prevent me from seeing what you see or from making a decision about what 

to say and do. The stakes of Mahood’s confusions are social, especially because 

they lead to social consequences. He needs to know whether he should feel 

grateful or exploited (maybe he can feel both at once) because these feelings 

ground the thoughts, words, and actions that follow. We rarely doubt everything, 
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though it is possible (especially if one is temperamentally or intellectually 

inclined toward a void). Instead, our uncertainties relate to our need to know how 

to go on.   

Readers of Beckett learn to go on by attuning themselves to the characters 

and worlds of the text to glean positive information about them. We have seen 

how language and the world become elaborated and distorted together, and 

Julian’s encounter with “I can’t go on, I’ll go on” suggests that Three Novels 

gives us a picture of a linguistically elaborate, logically distorted world. Because 

this world is different from ours, it is arguable whether we can talk about the two 

in the same way. The Unnamable implicitly reiterates this point when it recounts a 

story and claims that it is meant to teach the meanings of things. The story begins 

with a woman whose husband goes to war and is believed dead. She marries 

again, and when her first husband returns, he dies “of emotion” when meeting her, 

while her second husband commits suicide at the thought of losing her. The story 

has a more traditional narrative shape than many of those I encounter in Three 

Novels, making it read like a parody of didactic realism. But the Unnamable 

offers only an absurd explanation of the point of the story: “...there’s a story for 

you, that was to teach me the nature of emotion, that’s called emotion, what 

emotion can do, given favourable conditions, what love can do, well well, so 

that’s emotion, that’s love, and trains, the nature of trains, and the meaning of 

your back to the engine, and guards, stations, platforms, wars, love, heart-rending 

cries” (399-400). This story obviously does not illuminate the nature of trains, 

platforms, war, and love, for we must already know these concepts to understand 
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how they are being used here. Instead, it gives readers a sense of the Unnamable’s 

relationship to these concepts. We learn that the voice is emotionless, detached, 

and flat, and we might guess that it is cynical about love and sentiment. The 

words are not what we would call “expressive,” but they nonetheless convey a 

positive sense of this character’s unconventional posture.
6
   

This suggests not simply that concepts have rough boundaries, but that we 

learn to use them through induction and ostension. The love the Unnamable 

describes sounds dramatic but hollow—and we may wonder what experiences 

would produce this sense of the word. Cavell gives his own example of learning 

what “love” means, and it is inseparable from the actions it is meant to describe:   

When you say ‘I love my love’ the child learns the meaning of the 

word ‘love’ and what love is. That (what you do) will be love in 

the child’s world; and if it is mixed with resentment and 

intimidation, then love is a mixture of resentment and intimidation, 

and when love is sought that will be sought. When you say ‘I’ll 

take you tomorrow, I promise,’ the child begins to learn what 

temporal durations are, and what trust is, and what you do will 

show what trust is worth. When you say ‘Put on your sweater,’ the 

child learns what commands are and what authority is, and if 

giving orders is something that creates anxiety for you, then 

authorities are anxious, authority itself uncertain” (CR 177). 

The child does not learn simply from the words themselves, nor is there anything 

inherently loving, trusting, or authoritarian in the words themselves. The child 
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learns what the words mean by “what you do” that relates to those words. Julian 

doesn’t learn by “accepting” an abstract definition, but by seeing how the words 

work in his world. (I hope he learns that fathers try to explain and that they can 

sometimes help; I hope he doesn’t learn that questions lead to disappointment.) In 

telling its love story, the Unnamable doesn’t come across as emotionally adept, 

and its sense of love is much different from that of the woman and her husbands, 

whose emotions and devotions are deadly important. No, love for the Unnamable 

is deadly pointless. In this conflict between two expressions about love, we learn 

perhaps that the Unnamable is incapable of such emotions, or perhaps that it is 

willfully violating them in a futile attempt to deny love for once and for all.   

One need not look far in Beckett’s work to find examples of characters 

whose conceptual understanding of love is distorted. What is called love often 

looks more like cruelty, sadism, frustration, and refusal.
7
 But again, these 

represent positive understanding rather than a void of meaning. For example, 

Malone imagines entrapping a “little girl” and teaching her “love and loathing” 

(266) by making her retrieve things for him, perform sexual acts, and grieve his 

death. This after he claims, “I am such a good man, at bottom, such a good man, 

how is it nobody ever noticed it?” (266). Malone has a perverse definition of love 

and goodness that could produce a traumatic experience for the hypothetical little 

girl. If she learns the word “love” from him, it would surely be saturated with 

loathing. For when a child learns about concepts and objects, Cavell writes, they 

learn lessons about its uses and meanings that are not intended:  
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all he or she knows about them is what he or she has learned, and 

all they have learned will be part of what they are….What we learn 

is not just what we have studied; and what we have been taught is 

not just what we were intended to learn. What we have in our 

memories is not just what we have memorized. (Claim of Reason 

177) 

There is much uncertainty in such a scene of learning, where the entire context of 

behaviors and conditions influences the child’s learning of a concept. This does 

not mean that love is a meaningless sham, however, because although sometimes 

it may involve cruelty and loathing, sometimes it does not. It’s just as complicated 

as Mahood’s “goodness.” Here, too, the challenge is to take an empirical look at 

whether this counts as love, testing it against cultural norms about when one 

should use the word love. Common practices make it possible to say with some 

certainty, “Malone calls ‘love’ what we would call a strange mixture of cruelty, 

exploitation, loathing, and fear.’” This does not negate the concept of love, but 

rather shows how all that Malone knows about love relates to all we know it.   

In Molloy, Moran and his son give an even more vivid and sustained 

illustration of the amplitude of positive learning that comes along with a distorted 

idea of love. Moran wonders of his son, “Did he love me as much as I loved him? 

You could never be sure with that little hypocrite” (114). This line seems like a 

negation, but allows us to see how Moran’s love is mixed with his own hypocrisy 

and suspicions that his son is a hypocrite too. He commands his son to come with 

him in search of Molloy, but first he attends to his son’s complaints of feeling ill 
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by giving the boy an enema, then by waking him in the night to depart on a 

grueling march to nowhere. This apparent cruelty is augmented by suspicions that 

the boy has covertly packed his favorite stamps for the trip, that he has withheld a 

knife when asked for it, and that he has stolen some of the money he was given to 

buy a bicycle. Moran instructs his son to walk to a town fifteen miles away to buy 

this bicycle, despite his son’s claim that he does not feel well (“My son’s replies 

were often beside the point” (135)). He may love his son, but this love is breached 

by cruelty, suspicion, and impatience.
8
  

Moran’s methods for explaining involve laying down rigid rules and 

forcing his son to follow them. One scene of instruction is comically painful, 

when Moran gives what he thinks are understandable instructions for proceeding 

to the town, finding and purchasing a bicycle, and returning. He explains that the 

bicycle should be “second-hand for preference” (135), then tests his son’s 

understanding: “And if you can’t find one second-hand? I said. You told me 

second-hand, he said.... And if you can’t find one second-hand, I said at last, what 

will you do? You didn’t tell me, he said” (136). Clearly, Moran’s rules are not so 

easy for the boy to follow. He does not know to assume that “for preference” 

implies a second alternative. Moran must train the boy what to do at every 

point—every milestone—where a judgment is necessary, until the father can say 

confidently, “in the end he had the whole thing off pat” (137).  

Moran’s impatience only grows worse. As his son leaves, he calls out 

more instructions: “A lamp! I cried. A good lamp! He did not understand. How 

could he have understood, at twenty paces, he who could not understand at one” 
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(138). Moran doesn’t consider that his exclamation, “A lamp!” could be variously 

interpreted. It could be an observation, a warning, or a peace offering—though we 

can guess it is a request. While the boy waits for an explanation, Moran simply 

shouts an unreasonable demand to the boy to “Go on! Go on!” When his son 

doesn’t leave, Moran breaks a bough off the tree above his head and “hurl[s] it 

violently in his direction. He spun round and took to his heels. Really there were 

times I could not understand my son” (138). Moran’s violent action doesn’t need 

to be explained to his son, who understands quite well that his father is in a rage. 

Moran can’t understand his son, and can’t fathom that his son needs more explicit 

explanations that anticipate his possible wrong steps. But one might also wonder 

what his son does understand from these communications. He might understand 

the role of a father to be superior, inaccessible, accusatory, punitive, withholding. 

And if these are the actions of one who claims to love a son, love looks more like 

suspicion, punishment, insult, and rage. It is no surprise that the boy seems 

suspicious too, and it feels like a small triumph (for Moran too) when his son later 

disappears for good.   

Given that we can glean much positive information about these characters 

from what they say, their appeals to negativity begin to look more like reactions 

based on their situations than reactions to the general functions of language and 

meaning. In other words, their apparent refusal of common forms of language 

amounts to a misdirected refusal of what has caused them to suffer. Beckett’s 

characters offer an answer to Cavell’s question, “what will the day be like when 

the person ‘realizes’ what he ‘believed’ about what love and trust and authority 
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are? And how will he stop believing it?” (Claim of Reason 177). Beckett’s 

characters answer by railing against their language and against humanity. The 

Unnamable bitterly proclaims,  

It’s a poor trick that consists in ramming a set of words down your 

gullet on the principle that you can’t bring them up without being 

branded as belonging to their breed. But I’ll fix their gibberish for 

them. I never understood a word of it in any case, not a word of the 

stories it spews, like gobbets in a vomit. My inability to absorb, my 

genius for forgetting, are more than they reckoned with” (318) 

The Unnamable refuses knowledge and thus chooses to be isolated from its 

“breed.” It refuses to repeat what it knows, to “absorb” and repeat the stories that 

keep coming up. Refusal may be possible, but it is hard to imagine how a human 

being could escape the practices of social and cultural life. For to refuse a rule 

requires some understanding of what’s being asked. “To follow a rule, to make a 

report, to give an order, to play a game of chess, are customs (usages, 

institutions)” (PI §199), Wittgenstein writes, and we might also add to the list 

refusing an order, uttering a curse, or making an accusation. A total refusal of 

language would be tantamount to death for Beckett’s characters, and death offers 

a finality that few of Beckett’s characters can achieve. The Unnamable seems to 

be aware that the words, the lessons, the reasons and explanations won’t end. It 

goes on with explanations, even as it refuses to learn: “I need explanations, of 

everything, and even then, I don’t understand, that’s how I’ll sicken them in the 

end, by my stupidity, so they say, to lull me, to make me think I’m stupider than I 
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am” (341). The Unnamable plays dead to language, culture, and its “breed,” 

though its breath, its murmurings, go on. The point, however, is to acknowledge 

the Unnamable’s position and disposition, and to imagine the experiences that 

would produce the familiar feeling that evokes the phrase “I can’t go on, I’ll go 

on.” This demands that we acknowledge the voice, rather than grasping for an 

absolute meaning or an absolute nothingness beyond our ordinary experience.   

 

Conclusion 

 I may be wrong in my interpretation of “I’ll can’t go on, I’ll go on,” for 

Julian and for myself. In light of the Unnamable’s refusal of meaning, perhaps the 

best way to acknowledge it is to give up trying to make sense of uncertainties. But 

my final plea is to consider how we go on with modernism. If we are to 

understand modernists’ works (including their antagonistic poses and dramatic 

refusals), then we must come to terms with the ways modernists’ language works 

on us. A critic and teacher must be attuned to the facts of what happens when we 

read, seeing not just what is intended, but also how effects of meaning are created 

by cultural norms of reading. This is not to say that we must eliminate uncertainty 

or adhere rigidly to norms of behavior and thought. For learning how language 

works enables us to see all the more clearly the aspects of our experience that are 

uncertain, isolating, incoherent, and changing. Finding the words for these vast 

regions of half-known experiences, we learn to understand what will always set us 

apart from each other and what makes it possible to cope with difference.   
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 Beckett’s texts, like those of Wilde, Conrad, and Larsen, put our linguistic 

practices and ethical responses to the test. Still, I argue that the best and most 

reliable resources we have are our ordinary language skills, which allow us to face 

the uncertainties of the texts head-on. I’m calling for a criticism that is roughly 

formalist, recognizing that readers encounter literary objects often in the absence 

of the historical or philosophical contexts that would purportedly explain the 

objects. These contexts may explain the conditions of possibility of literary 

objects, but they are not keys for unlocking the texts for every reader. In short, 

while modernism sometimes seems to require elite knowledge to understanding it, 

its effects might be most strongly felt and understood by those readers who value 

the texts for their impact on ordinary life.  
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Notes 

                                                           

Introduction 

1
 This idea warrants claims like this one, written by Eric Hayot: “I take such instances of 

philosophical incoherence, of the use of words to mean something other than what they might 

literally say, to be signs that some kind of important cultural work is happening around them” 

(459). The problem with this statement is twofold. First, Hayot assumes that words have 

something like an absolutely “literal” meaning beyond their uses. Second, he gives priority to 

what sounds like the irrationality of language, ignoring the “important cultural work” that goes 

into producing definitions and conventions of use in the first place.  

2
 See Toril Moi’s Revolution of the Ordinary for a discussion of the differences between ordinary 

language philosophy’s concerns and those of post-Saussurean philosophers.  

3
 Joshua Landy claims in How to Do Things with Fictions that literary texts do not give messages, 

but instead lead readers through formative cognitive and ethical practices. While I agree that texts 

do work on us, I also want to show how that work requires training in common practices of 

reading and thinking that we must not take for granted.  

4
 See Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz’s “The New Modernist Studies” for a discussion of 

the expanding temporal, spatial, and “vertical” dimensions of the field. This last designation 

describes the turn toward studying modernism’s engagement with mass media. My argument may 

be said to be a vertical expansion of a kind, but it lacks the expansive contextualizing of New 

Modernist Studies.  

 
5
 Timothy Yu claims that Wittgenstein offers an outlook on literary criticism that is “pragmatic or 

even pedagogical” (375-6). But where Yu is primarily concerned with the literary critic as 

pedagogue, my interest is more in the ordinary practices that allow readers and critics alike to 

agree on the facts of a text. 

6
 Pragmatist philosophers I deal with most are William James and John Dewey, and the ordinary 

language philosophers I employ are Ludwig Wittgenstein, J.L. Austin, and Stanley Cavell.  

7
 See Felski’s The Limits of Critique and Moi’s Revolution of the Ordinary. For a collection of 

recent work in ordinary language philosophy, literature, and feminism, see New Literary History 

46.2 (Spring 2015) on “Feminist Investigations and Other Essays”  

8
 Although Austin’s work has led some critics to consider fiction a separate enterprise from 

“serious” language use, his examples are creative fictions, too, that he uses to understand how 

language operates in ordinary situations (not every situation). Furthermore, his theory of speech 

acts is its own performance of the break-down between logical categories—not just “constative” 

and “performative” utterances, but also, I would argue “serious” and “non-serious” utterances. See 

Thomas Pavel’s Fictional Worlds (chapter 4) for an overview of the problem of fiction in Austin’s 

writing. David Schalkwyk urges readers to avoid thinking of Austin’s claims as constative, 

considering instead “the provisionality of Austin’s distinctions and arguments, its jokiness and 

slyness, its activity, rather than makeshift points of departure or retreat. It is foolhardy to cite any 

passage as simple evidence of any final statement, since Austin’s thoroughly performative text has 

all the stability of a dune in a sandstorm” (106).  

9
 See David Schalkwyk and Toril Moi on the legacy of Ferdinand de Saussure in this persistence 

of the problem of signification. The abyss sounds similar to what Jacques Lacan calls “the real,” 

which exists beyond language and symbolic systems. Slavoj Žižek imagines the real using a 

situation from Robert Heinlein’s sci-fi novel The Unpleasant Profession of Jonathan Hoag, in 

which life seen through the windows of a car appears normal, but when characters roll down their 
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windows, they see that there is nothing outside but a “grey and formless mist, pulsing slowly as if 

with inchoate life” (14). What is this mist, Žižek asks, “if not the Lacanian real, the pulsing of the 

presymbolic substance in its abhorrent vitality?” (14-15). For Lacan and Žižek, there may not be 

any way to see out of symbolic existence, but that doesn’t prevent them from imagining something 

more real than reality.  

10
 Maudemarie Clark argues that Nietzsche later rejected the idea of things-in-themselves that 

grounds claims of correspondence truth, and therefore that he rejected the idea that language 

falsifies experience (103-24). According to Clark, Nietzsche recognizes that truth may be beyond 

our “cognitive abilities” to verify, but it always depends on our “cognitive interests,” which are 

“our best standards for rational acceptability” (60). In other words, our desire for correspondence 

between words and things will always be frustrated, but the truth may still satisfy many of its 

normal purposes. Clark’s version of the later Nietzsche suggests the philosopher eventually 

reached a more pragmatic view of language: he is interested in forms of agreement and the uses of 

concepts rather than materialist or idealist conceptions of language.  

11
 I take the idea of the pragmatic “circuit” from Schalkwyk (60). This pragmatic circuit also 

makes sense in terms of Stanley Fish’s claim in Is There a Text in This Class? that literary 

meaning is not to be found in the text itself nor in the reader’s subjectivity, but in the “interpretive 

communities” in which shared assumptions and  interpretive judgments ground agreements about 

formal considerations of texts.  

12
 Martin Stone deflates the idea that art is pointless by proposing that it is usually invested with 

meanings and purposes through our cultural training. He writes, “the specialness of literature 

might consist of nothing more—but also nothing less—than the special sort of interest we take in 

texts we call literary” (191) 

13
 See Dewey’s Art as Experience.  

14
 See Pragmatic Modernism, especially Schoenbach’s reading of Walter Benjamin’s essay 

“Surrealism: The Last Shot of the European Intelligentsia” (41-46).   

15
 Consider, for example, Gilles Deleuze’s pessimistic diagnosis of Beckett’s language: “It is not 

only that words lie; they are so burdened with calculations and significations, with intentions and 

personal memories, with old habits that cement them, that their surface, barely broken, heals over 

again. It sticks together. It imprisons and suffocates us” (22). This is language as a kind of 

terminal repetition that dooms any personal expression that would break through.  

16
 Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment offers an early instance of this dominant 

view of modernism.   

17
 See Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity.  

18
 Kramnick and Nersessian, in “Form and Explanation,” describe how the desire for a universal 

definition of form and a formalism that can account for it is bound to run up against the fact that 

descriptions of form respond to various desires for explanation. They argue, “That form appears 

sometimes as shape, sometimes as pattern, sometimes as habit, line structure, model, design, trope, 

and so on suggests not that formalism is incoherent but that form, like cause—perhaps like any 

useful and compelling term—is not a word without content but a notion bound pragmatically to its 

instances” (661). In short, Kramnick and Nersessian suggest that our means of reading produce the 

ends; that is, lines of inquiry produce theories that answer our questions or satisfy our desire to 

make texts meaningful. But where some might believe this leads to an infinite proliferation of 

interpretive possibilities, it is necessary to see that discussions of literary form depend on 

conventional uses of the concept to be convincing.  
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Chapter One 

1
 De Man also seems to misunderstand the dramatic play of Austin’s How to do Things with 

Words, which stages repeated attempts to produce a systematic theory of language. As each 

attempt fails, it becomes more clear that the whole picture of language as a logical system is 

inaccurate. Instead, we must look at what language does (its multiple, unsystematic uses) to 

understand what it means in any particular case.    

2
 See Austin’s “A Plea for Excuses” for a fine focus on the subtle differences between words for 

actions (an excuse, plea, or justification, for example).    

3
 Moi notes that there is a difference between lacing “over or under,” if you care enough to notice 

it (Archie Bunker does not). She writes, “To my ears, the exchange between Archie and Edith is 

not a clash between two ‘mutually exclusive’ meanings, but between a wife who wishes to explain 

something, and a husband who refuses to listen. This has more to do with the sexual politics of 

marriage than with some inherent tension between grammar and rhetoric” (142). 

4
 See How to Do Things with Words, Lecture VIII (pp. 94-108).  

5
 Sissela Bok makes this question fundamental to her examinations of lying. See “Perspective of 

the Deceived” in Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life.  

6
 Lauren Berlant offers a useful—and realistic—idea of what flourishing might be: “flourishing 

involves traversing material conditions and then the affective sense of thriving, which is 

something different from and often incoherently bound to scenes and modes of living” (Sex, or, 

The Unbearable 12). Notably, flourishing is not Utopian, and not always coherent or rational.  

7
 Linda M.G. Zerilli argues in a similarly Wittgensteinian mode, that concepts and affect cannot be 

separated. See “The Turn to Affect and the Problem of Judgment.”   

8
 Kerry Powell argues in his essay “Rewriting Farce” that Earnest is unique as a farce because it 

carries its reversals of normal ethical behavior all the way to the end, when most farces reinstate 

normalcy and impart a moral. 

9
 For a brief history of this theory, see Dustin Friedman’s “Negative Eroticism: Lyric 

Performativity and the Sexual Subject in Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Portrait of Mr. W.H.,’” p. 599.  

10
 See, for example, Jonathan Dollimore’s “Different Desires: Subjectivity and Transgression in 

Wilde and Gide.” 

 

Chapter Two 

1
 Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s “Surface Reading: An Introduction” has brought this issue to 

the forefront of literary criticism, offering a polemic against “symptomatic reading” and a history 

of reading practices meant to reveal hidden truths.  

2
 Moreover, it is well-known that The Heart of Darkness is based on Conrad’s own experiences in 

the Congo, and many critics read in Lord Jim an amalgam of references to real people and events 

(see, for example, Ian Watt’s Conrad in the Nineteenth Century). 

3
 See Cavell’s “Excursus on Wittgenstein’s Vision of Language” in The Claim of Reason for a 

more in-depth discussion.  
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4
 Notably, Rudrum uses Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to make these claims. See 

the later discussion of Sarah Dauncey’s work for more on disputes about reading the Tractatus. 

5
 Interestingly, Conrad’s “Preface” of The Nigger of the Narcissus also recognizes the possibility 

of “solidarity in our dreams” (12).  

6
 Kenneth A. Bruffee sees Marlow’s omission as a form of restraint. For Jacques Berthoud, 

“Marlow’s lie, arguably itself an act of darkness, is also a means of keeping back the darkness” for 

the Intended and for himself (63). Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan believes Marlow “consciously 

performs a gesture of laying down his life for the redemption of his loathsome double, not only 

because he himself associates the act of lying with death, but because he is presented at this point 

with the opportunity to enter the story, as it were, to exorcise the memory of Kurtz by exposing 

him, and perhaps to succeed him in the affections of the Intended, for whom he has obviously 

conceived deep feelings” (106).   

7
 Consider, for example, Donald Davidson’s claim that “The parallel between making a metaphor 

and telling a lie is emphasized by the fact that the same sentence can be used, with meaning 

unchanged, for either purpose” (43). Metaphors usually fail the test of literal truth, but both their 

“originator” and “interpreter” partake in an imaginative process that nonetheless “implies a kind 

and degree of artistic success” (31). This supports Davidson’s intriguing claim that “Metaphor is 

the dreamwork of language and, like all dreamwork, interpretation reflects as much on the 

interpreter as on the originator” (31). The point is that interpretations of metaphors, like 

interpretations of dreams, are bound to cultural practices and social functions of the people for 

whom they are significant. 

 

Chapter Three 

1
 The shortcomings of critique and systematic philosophy have already been raised by Bruno 

Latour in “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?” and by Paul Franks in All or Nothing: 

Systematicity, Transcendental Arguments, and Skepticism in German Idealism. Franks suggests 

that doubt and negation may be at the heart of many 20th century Continental philosophers, for 

whom a total philosophical system of the kind envisioned by German idealist philosophers “would 

be the culmination of philosophy as traditionally conceived. But, unlike the German idealists, 

these Continental philosophers may think either that the system cannot be completed or that it can 

be completed only through an exclusion whose cost is to be measured, not only in intellectual but 

also in ethical and political terms. The failure of the German idealist system—or the 

disappointment of its success—becomes the new topic of philosophy, or else the topic that 

constitutes some post-philosophical discipline” (All or Nothing 3). 

2
 Toth goes on to write, “This moment of failure is the experience of the [Lacanian] Real….” (59). 

The Lacanian “Real” exemplifies the desire for completion. Beyond reality, beyond human 

experience, the Real is a negative reflection of Plato’s true world of ideas. 

3
 These are questions of knowing internal states and recognizing identity between objects and 

animals. The first two examples I have borrowed from J.L. Austin’s “Pretending” (in 

Philosophical Papers) and Stanley Cavell’s “Knowing and Acknowledging” (in The Claim of 

Reason). These two point toward the value of practical knowledge that overcomes a skeptical 

response to others. Rather than belaboring the fact that I can never really know how it is with you, 

these philosophers might say, it is more useful to focus on the ways that I can acknowledge you 

when you tell me how it is with you, and produce a truth that accounts for it. This requires 

attending to the consequences of states like pain and identity rather than focusing on the 

epistemological status of these states of being.  
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4
 See Talia Mae Bettcher’s “Evil Deceivers and Make-Believers: On Transphobic Violence and 

the Politics of Illusion.” Bettcher details a legal case in which a victim of transphobic violence was 

accused of “deceiving” people about her sex. Bettcher considers two options for trans people: 1) 

being visible as trans, which risks being seen as a “make-believer” and not being taken seriously, 

or 2) being invisible as trans, which risks being seen as a “deceiver” if or when one is exposed. 

Neither option is free from the threat of violence.   

5
 See G.E. Moore’s “Proof of an External World,” in which Moore suggests that the desire for 

proof that one knows “here is one hand, and here is another” is “not merely a proof of these two 

propositions, but something like a general statement as to how any propositions of this sort may be 

proved. This, of course, I haven’t given; and I do not believe it can be given: if this is what is 

meant by proof of the existence of external things, I do not believe that any proof of the existence 

of external things is possible” (169).   

6
 Later, Bellew finds himself experiencing what C.S. Peirce calls the “irritation of doubt” (247) 

when he meets Irene on the street with a Black friend with skin too dark to pass. Irene says 

nothing, resorting to uncertainty as a defense again. But this event likely sets in motion Bellew’s 

final confrontation with Clare, when the he tracks his wife through from Irene’s house to the 

Freeland’s apartment.  

7
 Wittgenstein suggests that reading a face is nearly instantaneous: ““We see emotion.”—We do 

not see facial contortions and make inferences from them (like a doctor framing a diagnosis) to 

joy, grief, boredom. We describe a face immediately as sad, radiant, bored, even when we are 

unable to give any other description of the features.—Grief, one would like to say, is personified 

in the face” (Zettel §225).   

8
 My concern for the right word for the action is informed by J.L. Austin’s “A Plea for Excuses,” 

which suggests that the words one chooses to describe an action imply socially significant 

differences, and lead to different responses.   

9
 There is a textual discrepancy between different printings of the novel: the third printing omits 

the final paragraph, and thus ends with the phrase “Then everything was dark.” It seems to me that 

the original final paragraph, from the first printing and reprinted in the Penguin edition, offers a 

pragmatic view that later readers may have found less appropriate than the conclusive ambiguity 

of “Then everything was dark.” John K. Young claims that this discrepancy proves wrong the idea 

that texts are “‘presumed to know’ their own stability” (643). But I’m arguing that such stable 

knowledge isn’t inherent in texts at all: readers are constantly faced with the task of tallying the 

facts with what they believe.   

10
 Gibson describes how theorists and philosophers of literature have envisioned language as 

“separated by a window” from reality (56). In this picture, we look out the window and describe 

what we see. Passing seems more concerned with the composition of the window, and ultimately 

with what goes through it.   

 

Chapter Four 

1
 See Johanna Winant’s essay “Explanation in Composition: Gertrude Stein and the Contingency 

of Inductive Reasoning” for a discussion of Stein’s work as a “theory of explanation,” in which 

induction always relies on the contingencies of subjective and collective experience.  

2
 Andre Furlani shows the affinities of thought between Beckett and Wittgenstein in his recent 

Beckett After Wittgenstein. According to Furlani, the relationship was unidirectional: Beckett was 

influenced by the philosopher, having read Wittgenstein’s Tractatus extensively along with other 

works by and about Wittgenstein. Furlani even claims that The Unnamable is a literary expression 
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of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: “The narrator’s antic maneuvers to get beyond language by means of 

language are the comic confirmation of this impossibility” (63).  

3
 Molloy’s concerns are surprisingly close Wittgenstein’s here. Molloy wonders, “And if I speak 

of principles, when there are none, I can’t help it, there must be some somewhere. And if always 

doing the same things as it were is not the same as observing the same principle, I can’t help it 

either” (41). Wittgenstein addresses the possibility of bringing “every course of action… into 

accord with [a] rule,” concluding that rule-following “is a practice,” and “to think one is following 

a rule is not to follow a rule” (PI §202). If we assume that rules dominate our behaviors, this 

attitude ignores the value of common practices and the constant possibility that one can do 

something different.   

4
 Beckett recognizes what Cavell calls ‘the truth of skepticism,” that minds are separate, and, 

unlike gardens, we cannot enter into another person’s mind to see what’s there. In one letter, 

Beckett remarks on seeing in a Jack Yeats painting of two people “two irreducible singlenesses & 

and the impassible immensity between” (qtd. In Landy 131). In Proust, he supports this claim, and 

then quotes Proust to reinforce it: “We are alone. We cannot know and we cannot be known. ‘Man 

is the creature that cannot come forth from himself, who knows others only in himself, and who, if 

he asserts the contrary, lies’” (66). Still, Beckett’s skepticism doesn’t account for readers’ sense of 

uncanny familiarity with the characters. What they say offers glimpses of their world, parts of 

which, at least, we share with them.   

5
 Similarly, this idea appears in Malone Dies, when Malone begins his salutary excursion with 

Lady Petal. Malone reflects: “Strange when you come to think of it, but after all not so strange 

really, that they should have issued six extra or excursion soups at [Lemuel’s] mere demand, 

without requiring a written order” (274). Yet he has already noted that these extra-hearty soups are 

“intended to keep up the strength of the excursionist until his return” (274). The logic is not very 

hard to master, and its reasonableness adheres to the rhythms and needs of real bodies rather than 

ideal principles.  

6
 Martha Nussbaum claims, “One thing that becomes very clear, as we read these novels, is that 

we are hearing, in the end, but a single human voice, not the conversation of diverse human voices 

with diverse structures of feeling” (250).  

7
 See Bolin’s chapter “The Art of Incarceration: Malone Dies” for a discussion of Beckett’s 

reading of Sade.  

8
 Nussbaum argues that Moran’s behavior is an expression of extreme Christianity: “Moran's 

conception of the proper job of father is that it requires, above all, teaching the young human a 

proper degree of guilt” (241).  
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