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RESUME



Cette dissertation étudie les diverses configurations de la problématique du
deuil dans une sélection de textes littéraires, psychanalytiques, et déconstructives.
Les auteurs sur lesquels je travaille sont James Joyce, Sigmund Freud, Jamaica
Kincaid, et Jacques Derrida. L’introduction examine le contexte psychanalytique
qui constitue le cadre initial dans lequel la question du deuil est posée, et trace les
grandes lignes de la rhétorique du reste de la dissertation.

Dans mon premier chapitre sur Dubliners de Joyce, j’essaie de repenser la
question du deuil, pas comme €tant une réaction a la perte (Freud), mais comme
corrélation au commencement du désir. Une telle perspective permet non
seulement une critique de Freud, mais également une vision plus compréhensive
de certains personnages dans Dubliners, particuliérement James Duffy et Gabriel
Conroy. La sensibilité de ces personnages a la mortalité des objets de leurs désirs
et a la nécessité d'extraire leurs substances a partir de ces objets—dans lesquels
elles seraient autrement emprisonnées—a €té en grande partie interprétée comme
symptomatique de la paralysie. En explorant les gains thérapoétiques de la figure
de prosopopée en relation a la question du deuil, ce chapitre essaie de tracer les
grandes lignes de la poétique du deuil.

Adoptant une approche comparative, le deuxiéme chapitre examine les
vicissitudes de la mélancolie dans Freud et Joyce. Le but ici n'est pas d’appliquer
e travail métapsychologique de Freud 4 la fiction de Joyce mais de signaler plut6t
un air familiale dans les représentations psychanalytiques et littéraires de la
problématique du deuil au début de la premiére guerre mondiale. Les chapitres
qui suivent tichent d'articuler les configurations poétiques de [Daffect

mélancolique et les implications éthiques de Iécriture du deuil.
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Le chapitre trois évalue effet de la problématique de la mémoire et de
I'histoire de I'esclavage dans la fiction de Jamaica Kincaid. En exposant les faits et
méfaits de la pratique du souvenir, ce chapitre discerne les contours de la
contrainte de la répétition sous la pratique triomphante du souvenir. Le but de ce
chapitre est d’expliquer les composants poétiques et affectifs de la question de la

représentation du trauma historique.

Le dernier chapitre établi le lien entre les récits du deuil de Kincaid et de
Derrida. Le but principal de ce chapitre est d'évaluer les vertus thérapeutiques
ainsi que les limites éthiques de l'écriture du deuil aprés la mort de l'autre. En
essayant de déconstruire la loi du deuil et de la replacer dans une théorie plus
perfectible de justice, le chapitre explore les possibilités entretenues par I’affect
du deuil en vue d'une théorie de connectivité avec les perdus, le passé, et surtout

I’histoire.

MoTs-CLES: deuil; mélancolie; trope; prosopopee; catachrése; éthique; écriture;

Joyce; Freud; Kincaid; Derrida.
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This dissertation investigates the various configurations of the problematic of
mourning in a selection of literary, psychoanalytic, and deconstructive texts. The
authors on whom I concentrate are James Joyce, Sigmund Freud, Jamaica Kincaid,
and Jacques Derrida. The introductory chapter examines the psychoanalytic
contexture in which the question of mourning is initially posed and traces some of the
important threads that make up the rhetorical fabric of the rest of the dissertation.

My first chapter on Joyce’s Dubliners attempts to rethink the work of
mourning, not as a reaction to loss (Freud), but as a correlate to the inception of
desire. Such a perspective allows not only for a critique of Freud, but also for a more
sympathetic approach to some characters in Dubliners (especially James Duffy and
Gabriel Conroy) whose sensitivity to the mortality of the objects of their desires and
to the necessity of extracting their substances from those objects in which they would
otherwise be trapped have largely been interpreted as symptomatic of paralysis. By
exploring the therapoetic purchases of the trope of prosopopoeia as to the fulfillment
of the work of mourning, this chapter means to paint the broad strokes of a poetics of
mourning.

Adopting a comparative approach, the second chapter lays bare the
vicissitudes of melancholia in Freud and Joyce. The aim here is not to apply Freud’s
metapsychological papers to a selected number of Joyce’s stories but rather to signal
a familial air in thé psychoanalytic and literary representations of the complex of
mourning on the threshold of the Great War. The chapters that follow strive to
articulate the poetic configurations of the melancholic affect and the ethical

implications of narrative mourning,.
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Chapter three assesses the effect of the problematic of remembering and the
history of slavery on the fictional work of Jamaica Kincaid. By exposing the uses and
abuses of the cult of remembering, this chapter discerns the contours of repetition
compulsion underneath the triumphant practice of remembering. The aim of this
chapter is to account for the poetic (i.e., catachrestic) and affective (i.e., melancholic)
components of the question of the representation of historical trauma.

The last chapter brings together the narratives of mourning of Kincaid and
Derrida. The main purpose of this chapter is to assess the therapeutic virtues as well
as the ethical limits of writing following the death of the other. By attempting to
deconstruct the law of mourning and to ground it in an ever more perfectible theory
of justice, the chapter explores the possibilities opened up by the affect of mourning

in view of a theory of connectivity with lost others, the past, and history writ large.

KEYWORDS: mourning; melancholia; trope; prosopopoeia; catachresis; narrative;

ethics; writing; Joyce; Freud; Kincaid; Derrida.
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INTRODUCTION: The Scope of Mourning



Go out of mourning first.

—Joyce, Ulysses

Thus spake James Joyce—in the imperative! The order is simple. It asks of us
to go out of mourning, to move out of mourning and into something else that it holds
in reserve or keeps in store for us until we have met the demand first. Preparatory to
anything else, we are required to go out of mourning. What follows, what is about to
unfold—really, its very unfolding—hinges on the fulfillment of the task to which we
are assigned. Joyce’s categorical imperative, we begin to realize, is also a promise of
something else, of something better that is about to happen to us. A world of
possibility seems to be awaiting us provided that we go out of mourning. Joyce’s
injunction is quite explicit about this world of possibility awaiting us, since we are
asked, not to go out of mourning as such, but precisely to go out of mourning first.
Here lies the kernel of the promise—in the primacy of the categorical imperative over
any other suchlike imperatives.

Whether there are other imperatives or not, going out of mourning is
preeminent among them. In the beginning, there is mourning, and there is mourning
to begin with. Mourning is the condition of beginning yet going out of it is the
condition of what will follow, of the very unfolding of what will follow. The promise
of what will follow is identical with the condition of its unfolding. Going out of
mourning, we begin to grasp also, is both the promise and the condition of what will

follow. In fact, what will follow—the promise of which going out of mourning is the



condition—is nothing but the state of being out of mourning. Going out of mourning
is then the condition and the promise of being out of mourning.

However, because it is essentially aphoristic, Joyce’s sententious imperative
exceeds hermeneutic mastery, if by hermeneutic mastery we mean the establishment
of an essential or core meaning. It exceeds hermeneutic mastery while it preaches
affective mastery. For, were going out of mourning a naturally occurring
phenomenon, it would have hardly become an imperative. In other words, the logic
of the imperative itself is inhabited by the suspicion of its unobtainability. Joyce’s
imperative is, moreover, uttered by Leopold Bloom in the bosom of Hades, and, more
accurately, at Glasnevin Cemetery, at Paddy Dignam’s funeral—the axis around
which revolves The “Hades” episode of Ulysses. Set thus, within an ostensibly
charged site of mourning, the imperative becomes doubtlessly all the more urgent.
Yet the more urgent the imperative becomes, the more uncertain its implementation
appears to be. It is this fear of unfeasibility—really, the fear of the failure of
implementation—that lurks behind, at the very back, of the intransigent nature of the
command. The command is therefore preceded, if not conditioned, by the possibility,
if not the expectancy, of failure.

The amount of emphasis laid on the command implies, however, something
else, something that has to do with the nature or “business” of mourning itself:
particularly, that “mourning” is a stumbling block, a crucible—a trial of the utmost
difficulty. For, so powerful a commandment—Go out of mourning first—can only be
directed toward an equally powerful challenge. No longer are we here merely

ordered to go out of mourning, but we are precisely challenged to do so. If going out



of mourning is to be framed as a challenge, does this mean that it is beyond our
means to meet that challenge?

To the extent that Go out of mourning first is understood as an order or
imperative, it implies that it is within our capacity to act upon or accomplish it with a
certain amount of success; to the extent that it is understood as a challenge, however,
it implies that it is both within and beyond our capacity to realize. It can be argued, I
suppose, that whether going out of mourning is an order or a challenge, the promise
remains the same—the state of being out of mourning. I will concede that, at first
glance, one might react to a challenge in the same fashion one might react to an
order, yet it is oftentimes the case that to meet a challenge one has to push to the
limits of one’s means; moreover, one is, more often that not, deprived of the means to
meet the challenge. One is, perhaps, deprived of the means of going out of mourning
as soon as one enters (into) mourning. In other words, the very fact of being in
mourning might imply that one is unable to go out of it, that all one’s psychic
resources are engaged in mourning such that there is no energy left to brace the
passage out of mourning; were one able to go out of mourning, one would not
probably have entered (into) it in the first place. Can one then stop at the threshold,
refuse or decide not to enter (into) mourning? For why should one, after all, enter into
something out of which one is soon required or challenged to go? How do we enter

(into) mourning? What is mourning?



The Subject of Mourning

I wasn’t even sure that I fully understood my own central concept of
‘mourning.’ I was taking it from Freud, but he didn’t understand it
either.

—Geoffrey Galt Harpham, “The Business of Mourning”

In his epochal metapsychological essay, “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917),
Freud contends that mourning is, like melancholia, a reaction to loss. I will come to
the question of melancholia’s oppositional distinction to mourning in due course;
suffice it now to stress that Freud associates it with the obstruction or sabotage of the
“normal affect” of mourning (251). But, let us first examine the conditions of
possibility of mourning itself, that is, the ways in which the loss of an object-cathexis
becomes amenable to mourning. The loss does not solely involve the death of a
beloved person, but it can also involve the demise of a number of abstract ideas or
principles such as liberty or democracy, as well as the loss of an era, a political
regime, an economic system, a historical movement, if not history itself. Whatever
the loss, the appropriate emotional response is, Freud argues, mourning. Depending
on the scale or magnitude of each suffered loss as well as on the psychic wherewithal
of each mourner, the duration of mourning varies, sometimes significantly, but it is
not expected, on the whole, to go beyond “a certain lapse of time” (252). The
processive, “bit by bit,” progress of mourning toward its end is in keeping with the
movement in time. Mourning is then an economy of emotional response to loss that

depends on the passage of time in order for it to carry out its internal work. It is not



for nothing that Freud refers to this emotional economy as a Trauerarbeit, a work of
mourning. Yet what is exactly the kind of task that the work of mourning performs?
To make some headway into this difficult question, let us first examine

Freud’s answer;

Reality-testing has shown that the loved object no longer exists, and it
proceeds to demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from its
attachment to that object. This demand arouses understandable
opposition—it is a matter of general observation that people never
willingly abandon a libidinal position, not even, indeed, when a
substitute is already beckoning at them. This opposition can be so
intense that a turning away from reality takes place and a clinging to
the object through a medium of hallucinatory wishful psychosis.
Normally, respect for reality gains the day. Nevertheless its orders
cannot be obeyed at once. They are carried out bit by bit, at great
expense of time and cathectic energy, and in the meantime the
existence of the lost object is psychically prolonged. Each single one
of the memories and expectations in which the libido is bound to the
object is brought up and hypercathected, and detachment of the libido
is accomplished in respect of it. Why this compromise by which the
command of reality is carried out piecemeal should be so
extraordinarily painful is not at all easy to explain in terms of
economics. It is remarkable that this painful unpleasure is taken as a
matter of course by us. The fact is, however, that when the work of
mourning is completed the ego becomes free and uninhibited again.
(253; italics mine)

Perhaps it is too premature to concur with Geoffrey Galt Harpham, in the above
epigraph, that Freud did not really understand (what) mourning (is): after all, I make
no claim to understanding (what) it (is) either.! Let us willingly suspend our
judgment in an attempt to host—in accordance with the laws of hospitality relevant to
critical thought (J. Hillis Miller, “The Critic as Host”)—Freud’s elaborate definition.
To begin with, I would point out that Freud’s argument is predicated upon the
reconciliatory process that the work of mourning initiates (and presumably fulfills),

not only with regard to the lost object but also with regard to the decrees of reality—



the “hard rock” against which the mourner’s fantasies of recovering the object are
shattered. Here, the conciliatory is consolatory. Since Stephen Dedalus insists that
“Where there is a reconciliation...there must have been first a sundering” (Ulysses
247), what kind of sundering, one might ask, does the loss of the object result in?

It is generally agreed within psychoanalytic theory—and object relations
theory,? in particular—that subjectivity is a relational enterprise. I shall treat this
point in some detail later when I speak about the problem of identification; suffice it
for the moment to stress that love objects serve to accommodate libidinal investments
and to maintain psychic balance. Once a love object is lost, it becomes obvious that it
can no longer fulfill its former function—the mediation of libido. Unless the
(mourning) subject proceeds to withdraw and reinvest its libido in a new object, his
or her ego is left in the lurch. Lost, the object can, however, be compromised in the
service of acquiring new objects; the ego becomes, once the withdrawal and
displacement of libido is accomplished, no longer debilitated by the loss of the object
but quite invigorated. The loss of the object comes, in point of fact, to sunder an
otherwise originary capacity or freedom of choosing and picking up objects. The
regaining of this freedom of attaching to other objects must come then, at least
theoretically, at the expense of the loyalty to lost objects. In this respect, the
reconciliatory work of mourning can be understood as nothing less than an
incitement to and a naturalization of the praxis of disloyalty.

Furthermore, the reconciliation with reality—or the exercise of reality-testing
about which Freud speaks—is, as it were, an attempt at exorcising the “estrangement

effect” produced by the loss of the object. In other words, the mourner attempts to



make reality his own again after having been alienated from it by the loss of his or
her love object. In this sense, the work of mourning becomes a “genuinely
hermeneutical” (Ricceur “What is a Text?” 344) process of refamiliarization with an
unchanging but repressed reality—unchanging because it has always involved death
and loss; repressed because the reality of death and loss would hardly have been
painted by the libidinal adventurer at the time of the adventure.® The refamiliarization
with reality implies, perhaps inherently, the refamiliarization with the technique of
repression of the knowledge of death and mortality involved in the search of new
objects. In other words, while loss (of a love object) and mourning might culminate
in an illuminating and epiphanic experience—in that they open up the survivor, for
instance, to the utter otherness of the object of desire—the completion of the work of
mourning implies a (deliberate) forgetting or nescience of the harsh knowledge
earned via the experience of mourning; it involves precisely the rebirth of the illusion
of life and the repression of death.’

There is one additional feature of the reconciliatory feat that the work of
mourning performs which I should like to address here. One of the aims of the work
of mourning, as described by Freud, is the severance of the libidinal relations from
the lost object. While it is not clear whether the work of severance leads to the
acquisition of a new object or whether the acquisition of a new object leads to the
completion of the work of severance, “There are,” as Freud argues elsewhere, “nearly
always residual phenomena, a partial hanging-back” to earlier libidinal fixations and
to lost love objects (“Analysis Terminable and Interminable” 228). In order for the

work of severance to be thorough and complete, it has to be founded on a sound



basis. This sound basis is nothing other than the cornerstone of psychoanalytic
treatment writ large—remembering. Accordingly, “Each single one of the memories
and expectations in which the libido is bound to the object is brought up and
hypercathected, and detachment of the libido is accomplished in respect of it.” I
cannot here illustrate sufficiently the incommensurable activities of hypercathecting
and detaching, but I shall demonstrate throughout the main chapters of the
dissertation the constant slippage of hypercathecting-detachment into re-cathecting-
attachment: far from being a means of completing the work of severance and
mourning, hypercathecting and remembering become the conservational forces of the
work of mourning beyond a certain lapse of time.

By and large, Freud’s work of mourning does not seem to me to work at
anything except its own dissolution. The work of mourning is the means and the end
of the completion of the work of mourning. It defines that which must be
accomplished yet it is the means of accomplishing it. Going out of mourning
necessitates going through mourning, yet going through mourning cannot be
experienced unless it is a going out of mourning. The end of mourning is the end of
mourning. Nothing else can call for the dissolution of a work for its completion. In
Freud’s conception, mourning cannot be experienced as such, let alone maintained or
sustained. It is a work that is always at work in view of its own work. In short, it is
conjured up only to be conjured away and posited only to be deposited. At the end of
the “Hades” episode, while leaving the cemetery, Bloom heaves a sigh of relief:
“Back to the world again. Enough of this place” (Ulysses 145, italics mine). It is

prohibited to be stationed in mourning. The temporality of mourning itself is
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delimited and calculated: “Good Hamlet, cast thy nightly color off,” Gertrude urges
her son (Hamlet 1.2 36). Between a sense of getting at it or going out of it and a
feeling of having had enough of it, mourning, as a form of being in the world, is lost
to us, if not largely left unexplored.

One aim of this dissertation is to offer a corrective to Freud’s insistence—at
least, insofar as “Mourning and Melancholia” is concerned—on the temporal
constraints of mourning. A more spatial conception of mourning seems to me
congenial not only to relating to lost others, to the past, to history writ large, but also
to the present and to the future. Another aim of this dissertation is to loosen the
therapeutic grip of Freudian psychoanalysis on the concept of mourning. Relations
are built in mourning, not in response to it. Only when mourning has been repressed
does its return become unbearable. The imperative Go out of mourning first seems to
me therefore nothing less than a further repression of an otherwise indispensable
constituent of relations at large. By urging the mourner to reinvest in a new object,
Freud does not, in my view, proffer us with more than a momentary solution to the
inevitable recurrence of mourning. For as soon as one reinvests one’s cathectic
energy in a new object, one simply paves the way to another outbreak of mourning.
We begin to grasp that mourning has less to do with the loss of the object than with

the structure of desire itself,



11

Mourning and the Circle of Desire
Now that my ladder is gone
I must lie down where all the ladders start
In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.
—W. B. Yeats, “The Circus Animals’ Desertion”

In “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through” (1914), Freud tells us
how precarious the work of remembering is, not because it preys on flashes of
memory, on slips of forgetting, as it were, but because remembering what had
hitherto been kept in abeyance may lead only to the intensification of the illness
rather than to its gradual cure. On this score, it ought to be observed that the “bit by
bit” tempo of remembering and hypercathecting can lead to the intensification and
conservation of mourning rather than to its dissipation. It is not that Freud is unaware
of the fault lines of his postulations, but, perhaps, he is only too aware. In fact,
Freud’s awareness of the precarious nature of the analytics of remembering is such
that he has recourse to Gerede, to idle talk in order to overstep the collapse of his
theoretical premises: “one can easily console the patient,” Freud observes, “by
pointing out that [the intensifications of his illness] are only necessary and temporary
aggravations and that one cannot overcome an enemy who is absent or not within
range” (152). Only pure sophistry can reside comfortably in such conspicuous
contradictions. On the one hand, Freud would comfort his patient by insisting on the
temporality of the aggravations and, on the other, he would point out the precise
opposite: that the perpetrator of his sufferings had left the field of battle before he
could wrestle it to the ground. It is in this light that I shall attempt to understand

Freud’s insistence on the temporality of mourning, on the one hand, and his parallel
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prescription of libidinal reinvestment, on the other. It seems to me that the
temporality of mourning becomes untenable as soon as it becomes an impetus for
new libidinal expeditions. For, no sooner does desire take root in a mortal object than
eros is agitated by the anticipation of loss.

In Eros in Mourning, Henry Staten argues that “As soon as desire is
something felt by a mortal being for a mortal being, eros (as desire-in-general) will
always be to some degree agitated by the anticipation of loss” (xi). Far from being a
reaction to objectal loss, mourning runs the gamut from libidinal approach and
attachment to loss. Mourning is the unconscious of desire; it is wired into the circuit
of desire but does not become manifest—at least culturally and ritualistically so—
only following the loss of the object of desire.’ In the spirit of deconstruction, Staten
understands mourning, not as a reaction to loss or as a process of healing from loss,
as Freud would have it, but as a dialectic which structures every move in the
formation of object-relations. Furthermore, at the core of this “dialectic of mourning”
are not only the moments of libidinal approach, attachment, and loss, but also the
very concomitant “strategies of deferral, avoidance, or transcendence that arise in
response to the threat of loss—strategies by which the self is ‘economized’ against
the libidinal expenditure involved in mourning” (xi).

Anchored in desire, mourning cannot possibly overcome the ruptures of
libidinal relations, much less by inciting the mourner to strike into yet another
libidinal adventure. Here lies the ultimate irony of Freud’s economy of libidinal
exchange, of withdrawal and reinvestment of libido, of which mourning is the driving

force. What Freud offers us, in other words, is not a radical and grassroots re-solution
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of the problem of mourning but a blueprint for its perpetuation. In “Mourning and
Melancholia,” Freud does not explicitly communicate his otherwise strongly held
belief that libido is the problem, that whether or not one divests his libido from a lost
object-cathexis and reinvests it in another is not the heart of the matter, but a
derivative or secondary solution to a permanent problem that has to do with the
inextricably bound relationship between desire and mourning. The movement of
desire is structured by mourning; the movement out of mourning is predicated upon
the redistribution of desire. Here lies the circle of desire and mourning: the road out
of mourning is precisely the road leading back into mourning. Insofar as going out of
mourning is keyed to desire—to the transferal of libidinal energy into yet another
mortal object—it is a perpetual referral back to mourning. The ultimate irony of
Freud’s conception of going out of mourning through the exit doors of desire is that it
turns into a mise en abime, begetting the very problem it seeks to solve. Instead of
overcoming mourning, it multiplies and therefore perpetuates it.

Attentive to the reiterative circularity of eros and mourning and wearied of
scenes of unseasonable grief, Platonism, Stoicism, and Christianity, among others,
joined forces to create and disseminate a prophylactic theory of managing mortal eros
via the implementation of an economics of idealization and transcendence. This is
squarely, according to Henry Staten, the gist of the trajectory that the whole Western
tradition has followed in its hitherto contested relation to eros. If all desire has
mourning at its horizon, the more radical solution than the one with which Freud
proffers us would proceed by the management of desire rather than by the

management of mourning. For, it is always too late to work at mourning once desire
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had found route to the object. Since desire for a mortal object is, by definition, tipped
toward mourning, only by winnowing out desire or nipping eros in the bud can the
possibility of transcending grief be concretized.

<

Lacan’s contention—"“That the one unbearable dimension of possible human
experience is not the experience of one’s death, which no one has, but the experience
of the death of another” (“Desire in Hamlet” 37)—can be located in
reference/contradistinction to the Stoic tradition of philosophical wisdom. In Lacan,
this unbearable dimension of death refers to the “hole in the real” left by the loss of
the object—a hole that, while it “sets the signifier in motion,” cannot possibly be
filled, since the signifier that designates it can be “purchased only with your own
flesh and your own blood,” that is, only through (the mourner’s) bodily dissolution
(38). In the Roman Stoic tradition of philosophy, it is precisely this eventuality of the
mourner’s bodily dissolution, this memento mori effect, so to speak, that motivates
the very project of transcendence, “of leamning how to extract one’s libidinal
substance from the mortal or losable objects in which it could be trapped” (Staten 5).
This practice of anticipatory withdrawal of libido from the mortal objects is a diurnal
askesis among the Roman Stoics. In Enchiridion, Epictetus describes this askesis
with remarkable clarity:

In every thing which pleases the soul, or supplies a want, or is loved,

remember to add this to the (description, notion); what is the nature of

each thing, beginning from the smallest? If you love an earthen vessel,

say it is an earthen vessel which you love; for when it has been

broken, you will not be disturbed. If you are kissing your child or

wife, say that it is a human being whom you are kissing, for when the
wife or child dies, you will not be disturbed. (qtd in Staten 5)
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This might seem, of course, easier said than done, yet the inevitable mortality of the
object is thought to be made less of a shock if diurnally painted. While there are
obvious differences between, for instance, the Stoic emphasis on auto-sufficiency and
self-regulation and the Christian insistence on God’s grace, the fulcrum of the
Platonic-Stoic-Christian argument is, according to Staten, the mastery or attenuation
of the otherwise runaway force of eros prior to object loss. For, it is vigorously
ordained that “no object that may be lost is to be loved in an unmeasured fashion—
that only a limited or conditional libidinal flow toward such objects is to be allowed,
such that the self remains ready and able to retract its substance from the object
before the unmasterable violence of mourning might assail it” (10).

By means of an “economized” engagement of several variations on two
“arche-texts,” Homer’s lliad and the Gospel of John, Staten’s Eros in Mourning
delivers a compelling remapping of the idealizing-transcendentalizing and religious-
philosophical Western tradition of policing and controlling desire. The subsequent
chapters of the book—which range from studies of the troubadour song,
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Conrad’s Heart of Darkness to
Lacan’s Seminars—lay bare the sedimentations and residues of this tradition of
regulating desire in the Western literary and philosophical tradition from Shakespeare
through to Lacan.

Taking my lead from Staten, I shall trace—in the first chapter of my
dissertation, “Horizons of Desire, Horizons of Mourning: Joyce’s Dubliners”—the
sedimentations of this idealizing-transcendentalizing tradition in such early modem

texts as “A Painful Case” and “The Dead.” While Staten manages successfully to
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delineate the vestiges of this tradition in an early modern text, Heart of Darkness—
and while there are dregs of this tradition in other texts of narrative modermism—I do
not intend in the space of this work to arrive at generic conclusions about the
reverberations of the ideology of transcendence of desire and mourning in modernist
texts. My intention, however, is to get a better grasp upon the problematic of desire
and mourning, not by engaging it solely on a thematic level, but by discerning
underneath the thematic interest in mourning the contours of its narrative and poetic
inscription. While Staten’s Eros in Mourning offers the groundwork for a new
poetics, which we can confidently call a poetics of mourning, it does not articulate
the tropological architecture of narrative mourning. Parallel to my exploration of the
problematic of mourning in Joyce’s Dubliners, for instance, I delve into the
construction of the tropics of the rhetoric of mourning. In this vein, I shall
demonstrate the ways in which prosopopoeia, for instance, serves as a trope of
narrative mourning. On this score, prosopopoeia proves a very helpful deconstructive
tool, in that it calls for its own deconstruction in the very process of its application.

In contradistinction to the ideology of transcendence, the tropologic of
prosopopoeia forces on the (mourning) subject both the acknowledgment of desire
(as is the case, for instance, with James Duffy in “A Painful Case”) and the
acknowledgment of mourning (as in the case of both James Duffy and Gabriel
Conroy in “The Dead”). Prosopopoeia—understood as a dialectic of personification
and reification (Paul de Man)—results not only in the collapse of the ideology of
transcendence of mortal eros, but also in the face-to-face rendezvous with the Other

(the lost object, death), which I deem of epiphanic, if not “empiphanic,” proportions,
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in that it opens up the (mourning) subject not only to the radical alterity of the
deceased but also to the reality of death, of loss and of mourning. Yet the
reconciliatory force of prosopopoeia with mortal eros is by no means consolatory. Tt
leaves the mourner with the same old demand for mourning which he can neither
fulfill nor disregard. On this score, it becomes more and more clear that neither the
strategy of transcendence of eros nor the Freudian strategy of redistribution of eros is
commensurate with the Joycean imperative—Go out of mourning first. It seems that
the desire for the mortal object outwits the ideology of anticipatory transcendence
and finds, albeit through detours, route to the object even in a postmortem fashion, as
is the case with James Duffy in relation to Emily Sinico; by the same token, the
desire for a lost object might persist not only in the face of the loss of that object but
also despite the acquisition of a new object, as is the case with Gretta in relation to
Michael Furey (lost love object) and Gabriel Conroy (new love object).

The outcome of the transcendence or embrace of mortal eros is the same:
desire persists after the loss of the object. In this respect, the contribution of Freud’s
conception of mourning consists, | think, in opening up the possibility for the
mourning subject to hijack this lingering desire for the lost object and lavish it on a
new object. Freud’s economics of mourning is, after all, an economics of managing
surplus libido, libido that cannot presumably be directed any longer toward the lost
object. To mourn is to tame a desire that has not been sated but interrupted. It is not
for nothing that Freud deems the withdrawal of libido from the lost object as key to
the success of the work of mourning. Yet this is the crux of the problem: not that the

withdrawal of libido from the lost object is oftentimes thwarted but that such
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withdrawal does not indeed seem to be possible. For, a love object is not external but
internal to the structure of the ego. Disregarding the entrapments of desire of which
we have hitherto spoken, the withdrawal of libido would have been possible were the
(lost) object situated outside the ego. The further afield we look, the more cognizant
we become of the challenging nature of Joyce’s imperative—Go out of mourning
first. Now, after having seen the ways in which this challenge has to do with the
circular logic of desire and mourning, it becomes necessary to address the topography
of the (lost) object in relation to the architecture of the ego. It will become clear, once
I have rounded out my argument, that the (lost) object cannot be objectified (i.e.,
distanced from the ego), since it must have always—and as soon as it has been
approached and cathected—assumed a place in the geography of the ego. The (lost)
object is no longer, to put it in a more Derridean fashion, that of which the ego can

speak, but precisely that from out of which the ego speaks.

The Quandary of Identification

Some of the things that one is unwilling to give up, because they give
pleasure, are nevertheless not ego but object; and some sufferings that
one seeks to expel turn out to be inseparable from the ego in virtue of
their internal origin.

—Freud, Civilization and its Discontents

In Civilization and its Discontents, Freud pursues a nowadays much discussed
Hegelian theme—happiness. Disenchanted and pessimistic, as he generally is, Freud

contends that “Unhappiness is much less difficult to experience.” Freud singles out
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three hurdles in front of happiness: bodily decay, the external world, and, most
importantly, “relations to other men” (264). While I do not intend to pursue this
theme of happiness, there is nothing contradictory in considering the movement out
of mourning as a function of the pursuit of happiness in general. Yet, as characteristic
of his overall philosophical logic, Freud always starts by training psychoanalytic
solutions prior to showing how untenable they are. The fulfillment of the work of
mourning is Freud’s solution to the outbreak of grief following the loss of a love
object. Yet this solution is, as I shall demonstrate further, most often unsuccessful,
not solely because of individual incompetence, but because of the structure of the
psyche itself. One can reproduce verbatim Freud’s view of the impossibility of
happiness and locate it in reference to the impossibility of mourning: “when we
consider how unsuccessful we have been in precisely this field of prevention of
suffering, a suspicion dawns on us that here, too, a piece of unconquerable nature
may lie behind—this time a piece of our own psychical constitution” (274; italics
mine).

How is it that, when one is asked to mourn, one is in point of fact asked to
expel something that is nevertheless interior to the ego? An answer to this question
will have to lead to the discussion of the perplexing nature of identification.
Throughout his work, Freud continually reformulated his theory of identification;
whether by invoking the formation or the dissolution of the Oedipus complex, Freud
always tried to inventory a new language to articulate the enigma of identification
more fully and more thoroughly. In “On Narcissism” (1914), for instance, he traces

back the development of the process of identification to the emergence of
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“autoeroticism,” which he later dubs as “ego-libido” or “primary narcissism” (84).
The first form of identification appears in the veneer of a primary narcissism, of an
ego-libido, part of which is later transferred into an “object-libido”—the mother.
Freud had not produced a full account of the transition from ego-libido to object-
libido, but, in “Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety” (1926), such a transition is
described in terms of a different experience of pain. In a passage that is reminiscent
of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud states that this transition is first initiated by
the intermittent absences of the mother—absences that are not experienced on a
physical plane but on a mental one. “The transition from physical pain to mental pain
corresponds,” Freud concludes, “to a change from narcissistic cathexis to object-
cathexis” (332). This distinction between the two experiences of pain is important
insofar as it reaffirms the psychogenic—and therefore more problematic—nature of
mourning.

Identification can therefore be first defined as the expression of an “emotional
tie” with another person—most commonly, one of the parents or both (Group
Psychology 134). This identification soon sparks the emergence of the Oedipus
complex—a confused state of identification and libidinal attachment, in which the
boy confounds libidinal object-cathexis (directed toward the mother) with
desexualized object-cathexis (directed normally toward the father) and finds himself
therefore locked with his father in an oedipal struggle that ends with an intensified
identification with his oedipal rival and a regressive identification with his mother. It
is beyond the scope of this inquiry to delve into the “gender trouble” that the oedipal

struggle creates; it suffices to stress, however, the wedge that the dissolution of the
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oedipal complex installs between two types of identification: the one with the father
(mimetic) and the one with the mother (identificatory).5

In other words, what is important for us here to bear in mind is that
identification is at the origin of the Oedipus complex and, at the same time, the only
means of dissolving it through an intensified identification with the parent of the
same gender and a correlative abandonment of identification with the parent of the
different gender. We should not fail to note here also that identification, insofar as it
serves to dissolve the (originary) identificatory ambivalence of the Oedipus complex,
acts in an analogous manner to the work of mourning. In fact, in The Ego and the Id,
identification is understood as a function of the work of mourning, in that it becomes
“the sole condition under which the id can give up its objects” (368). If the work of
mourning consists in the work of severance with the object, identification permits this
severance to occur by enabling the interiorization of the lost object. Insofar as

identification is—as is the case in “Mourning and Melancholia™’

—a function of
melancholia and insofar as it is now translated as a function of the work of severance,
melancholia revolves in the orbit of mourning. In fact, it is, as Freud also suggests,
“typical” of the work of mourning.

In this respect, Freud explains how his exploration of the concept of
identification—and, especially, its annexation to the formation and dissolution of the
Oedipus complex—allows him to correct his earlier theory of melancholia:

We succeeded in explaining the painful disorder of melancholia by
supposing that [in those suffering from it] an object which was lost
has been set up again in the ego—that is, that an object-cathexis has
been replaced by an identification. At that time, however, we did not

appreciate the full significance of this process and did not know how
common and how typical it is. (367, italics mine)
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While in “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud suspected melancholia of a
pathological disposition, he seems here to rectify that attitude by demonstrating “how
common and how typical” is the melancholic procedure of setting up objects inside
the ego. What is even more striking than the alleged typicality of melancholic
identification is Freud’s discovery of its indispensability for any envisaged work of
mourning:
When it happens that a person has to give up a sexual object, there
quite often ensues an alteration of his ego which can only be described
as a setting up of the object inside the ego, as it occurs in melancholia;
the exact nature of this substitution is as yet unknown to us. It may be
that by this introjection, which is a kind of regression to the
mechanism of the oral phase, the ego makes it easier for the object to
be given up or renders that process possible. It may be that this
identification is the sole condition under which the id can give up its
objects. (368,; italics mine)
While Freud is here concerned with the theorization of the dissolution of the Oedipus
complex, his argument is in fact haunted by the concept of mourning for which he
had previously been proud to offer a commensurate and readable account. Now, it
seems that the reverse is possible—that only melancholia can be accounted for with a
measure of ease. Yet there is no reason not to believe that Freud’s original conception
of mourning is still at work here. The transition from the identification with the father
and the abandonment of identification with the mother corresponds to the transition
that the work of mourning is expected to effect—the identification with a new object
and the abandonment of the lost one—except that in the case of the child the mother
is not totally lost.®

Only on the condition of the interiorization of the mother—by way of a

regression to an oral and cannibalistic phase—can the resolution of the Oedipus
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complex become possible. In the same vein, the work of mourning cannot be
accomplished unless through a melancholic identification with—or internalization
and incorporation of—the lost object. Such a strategic identificatory readjustment has
warranted Judith Butler to conclude that “melancholic identification permits the loss
of the object in the external world precisely because it provides a way to preserve the
object as part of the ego and, hence, to avert the loss as a complete loss” (Psychic Life
of Power 134). Of course, Butler is here adumbrating her “never-never” theory of
“melancholy gender” (138), in which a “double disavowal, a never having loved, and
a never having lost” is superimposed on, for instance, an otherwise originary
childhood desire for the parent of the different sex (137-8). Among other things—
namely, the deconstruction of normative heterosexuality as a “foreclosure of
homosexuality”—Butler deconstructs the cultural prohibition against incest by
inscribing it in a site of “repudiation,” “refusal,” or “sacrifice of desire” for the parent
of the different sex—a desire that remains “ungrieved and ungrievable” (137-8).
While the deconstruction of normative heterosexuality is better theorized than the
deconstruction of the cultural prohibition against incest, Butler’s argument enables
nonetheless my reflection on a broader conception of subjectivity in relation to
ungrievable losses, losses that can neither be avowed nor grieved.

Rather than dwelling on the prohibition against incest, I mean to explore—in
the second chapter of my dissertation titled, “The Vicissitudes of Melancholia in
Freud and Joyce”—whether an adulterous desire, for instance, can be nurtured as
well as grieved (when it is lost or frustrated) in a culture that proscribes it. In “A

Painful Case,” Mrs. Sinico, a married and frustrated wife, pursues a romantic
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adventure with James Duffy, a loner. When their bond grew strong, and Mrs. Sinico’s
horizon of desire fused with his, Duffy suddenly broke the relationship, arguing that
“every bond is a bond to sorrow.” Mrs. Sinico is left with the impossible task of
mourning a loss that cannot be accommodated in a Catholic Irish culture that
proscribes its inaugurating or originating adulterous desire. That such a loss must
remain unspeakable—“ungrieved and ungrievable”—leaves the mourning subject
with the uneasy recourse to silence or, as is the case with Mrs. Sinico, to suicide.
Reading Butler reading Freud, I investigate the ways in which an ungrievable loss
can achieve suicidal proportions if rejoined by the guilt of having nurtured an
adulterous desire. On a slightly different plane than that of Mrs. Sinico, Fr. Flynn, a
priest absorbed in the diurnal askesis of the transcendence of mortal eros, is reborn—
after the breaking of his holy vase, his ladder of transcendence, to use Yeats’s
metaphor—into the loss of a desire for grief he had long forsaken and repudiated.
Fleshing out and nuancing Freud’s theory of melancholic identification by means of
Abraham and Torok’s distinction between introjection and incorporation, I speculate
on the affective vicissitudes of melancholia into suicide (Mrs. Sinico) as well as into
madness (Fr. Flynn). That a melancholic identification should suddenly swerve into
suicide or into madness signals the persistence of the violence and ambivalence
characteristic of the oedipal rivalry on whose pyre melancholic identification is
established.

The virtue of Freud’s theory of melancholic identification is that it not only
enables the ego to work through the Oedipus complex and interiorize the object-

cathexis it has to abandon, but also prepares the ego to apply the same procedure to
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subsequent libidinal attachments. The ego evolves on the wreckage of its object-
cathexes. Melancholic identification seems to offer the proverbial formula for the
success of the work of mourning, that is, for going out of mourning without being
inhibited by the fear of having to reenter it again in every attachment to a new object.
An exploration of this voracious emotion in relation to consumerist society may offer
laudable insights into the affective mechanics of consumption. Unfortunately, there
will be no space for this kind of exploration in the context of this dissertation. In fact,
my aim here is not to pursue a consumerist notion of identification but a rather
consuming and transformational notion of melancholic identification. The fact that
melancholic identification is key to the conservation and the abandonment of the
object-cathexis—that is, to the resolution, in the case of a boy, of the Oedipus
complex and to what I call the mournfulfilling reconciliation (i.e., reconciliation that
fulfills the task of mourning) to the loss of the mother as a pursuable libidinal
object—Ileads to the striking supposition that “the character of the ego is,” in the
words of Freud, “a precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes and that it contains the
history of those object-choices” (Ego and Id 368). Freud proceeds to lend credence to
this supposition by a remarkable amplification of the scope of the ego and of the
unidentifiable objects that contribute to its formation: “when the ego forms its super-
ego out of the id, it may perhaps only be reviving shapes of former egos and be
bringing them to resurrection” (378).

While Freud’s earlier theories have been known (and, sometimes, reproached)
for their concentration on the individual, it becomes more and more clear—and at

least as early as the writing of Totem and Taboo—that psychoanalysis enables the
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construction of a theory of religion (Moses and Monotheism and The Future of an
Illusion) and of culture (Civilization and its Discontents and Group Psychology), that
is, a theory of both individual and collective history. I do not here intend to discuss
the still rampant resistances to psychoanalysis of which Jacques Derrida, among
others, has spoken at length (Resistances of Psychoanalysis and “Let us not Forget—
Psychoanalysis”). 1 have no intention either to conquer the many pockets of
resistances to psychoanalysis, for psychoanalysis is the first to admit that there will
always be remains, residues of resistances, and perhaps psychoanalysis itself is
nothing but the history of those resistances, resistances whose confrontation in a
psychoanalytic fashion has eventually made possible the very evolution of the
technique of psychoanalysis (namely, the technique of Durcharbeiten or working-
through). It is not for nothing that the theory of the ego itself is a theory of remains, a
history of what remains (even there where there are no remainders). Freud insists
that, even while “it is not possible to speak of direct inheritance in the ego,” the ego
nevertheless harbours, under the influence of the inheritable id, “the existences of
countless egos” (Ego and Id 378).

Freud’s description of ego-formation as a function of melancholy
identification and of the ego as a “precipitate of abandoned object-cathexes” already
places the ego within a community of egos. His further description of the formation
of the super-ego on the pyre of the id’s prohibited desires locates the ego in a history
to which it is nevertheless belated (Ego and Id 376). The ego is thus not only the
precipitate of its abandoned objects, but also the haunted site of “shapes of former

egos” whose ghosts are resurrected in the very process of the ego’s evolution. The
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gothic air of this description cannot be overstressed; what is important to stress,
however, is the suspicion that the ego might be inhabited not only by a plethora of
residual objects, but also by a crowd of ghosts it cannot fully account for. The gothic
underworld of the ego is brought to the fore in Derrida’s Specters of Marx: “But this
Ego, this living individual would itself be inhabited and invaded by its own specter. It
would be constituted by specters of which it becomes the host and which it assembles
in the haunted community of a single body. Ego=ghost” (133; italics mine).

Perhaps I should now refine the question I asked earlier: “How is it that, when
one is asked to mourn, one is in point of fact asked to expel something that is
nevertheless interior to the ego?” Melancholy identification has been so far advanced
as a function of mourning, as a means of giving up the lost object by setting it up
inside the ego through the economies of identification and consequent ego-
transformation. Yet given that this operation might also involve the possibility of
“reviving shapes of former egos,” it ultimately reopens the question of mourning.
The reopening of this question is provoked, not by the ego’s own history of
melancholy identification, but by the indirect inheritance to which the ego is
subjected in the process of identitarian identification. The reopening of the question
of mourning coincides with the resurrection of an object that cannot be located within
the cathectic history of the ego writ large. This object is resurrected in the process of
the ego’s entry into a community of egos characterized by a sharable repertoire of
cathectic history. It is when the resurrected object compels the return to the history of

that object—in order to locate the ego in reference to it—that the melancholic
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identification segues into a melancholic bafflement, and that the wedge is installed
between the identification with and the identification of the resurrected object.

In the third chapter of my dissertation, “Still Harping on her Mother:
Kincaid’s Identific(a)tions and the (Ab)uses of Mnemosyne,” I read Kincaid’s fiction
and non-fiction writing in terms of this interval between the identification with and
the identification of the object. For how do we understand a statement such as this:
“My history begins like this: in 1492, Christopher Columbus discovered the New
World”? (Kincaid, “In History” 153) Such a statement implies, in my view, a claim
to a history of loss—really, to the loss of history itself—that remains nevertheless
unlocatable in narrative historiography. The statement invokes a date, a beginning of
a presumably traumatic history, yet, in so doing, it betrays the inability to cope with
the magnitude of what is invoked. Melancholy identification as a function of
mourning pertains to those objects locatable in the cathectic history of the ego, those
objects that the ego lived through their loss; in Kincaid, however, it is often the case
that the objects invoked or claimed are locatable neither in the cathectic history of the
ego nor in the wider history of the community of the egos to vyhich the ego belongs.
The demand for the identification of the object insists as long as the identification
with it persists. It is not that the identification of the object is a prerequisite to the
identification with it, much less that the identification with any given object
presupposes its identification, or its epistemological and ontological transparency.

Would the identification with the unidentifiable object, however, restore it to
identification? One of Kincaid’s essays in My Garden (Book) is titled “To Name Is to

Possess.” The main argument of the essay is stated in the title: that knowledge of
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things proceeds by naming them and that naming them is ultimately a means of
possessing them. In Kincaid’s fiction and non-fiction, we are oftentimes presented
with a loss that cannot be repossessed except through the task of naming, but the task
cannot be fulfilled because the loss exceeds the catachrestic names in which it is
inscribed. In fact, catachrestic designations of the lost object sprawl untidily all over
the place in response to the demand to identify the site of one’s identification. The
main purpose of this chapter is to offer an affective poetics of understanding the
unrepresentability of historical trauma—the history of slavery, which presents itself
throughout Kincaid’s writings as “the wrong,” the crime,” or “what happened”. The
impossibility of articulating quite fully, beyond the maddening tropologic of
catachresis, the object with which one identifies yet of which one can offer no
identification stems, I argue, from the affective temperament of melancholic
identification that subsides it.

In postcolonial writing and particular in Kincaid’s work, to stake a claim for a
lost object is to stake a claim for justice, yet the problem is that the identification of
the lost object hinders, rather than makes possible, the birth of justice. Justice, if it is
to come, has to come from without and not from within the history it seeks to
inscribe. This seems the only way of ascertaining that justice is, in the words of
Derrida, “removed from the fatality of vengeance” (Specters 21). Yet how can
narrative (mourning) recuperate and inscribe history at the very moment it attempts
to move beyond its mooring clutches? How do we reconcile the demands for
inscriptive justice, for right-writing the law, with the demands of incalculable

justice—the quasi-messianic justice that belongs to the future-to-come (but certainly
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not to the history of which it wants to account)? Only when the recuperation and
inscription of history is discontinuous with the presentist “putting on trial” of the
actors in such a history—and only when narrating colonial history is dissociated with
expiation—can we speak of justice as an enabling structure, as a movement beyond
history, that is, as an instance, in Derrida’s lexicon, of the “incalculability of the gift”
(23). The narrative inscription of history (as a lost object) has to emerge from a logic
it seeks to surpass. It is at this stage that one can concur with Spivak that “Literature

contains the element of surprising history” (Death of a Discipline 55).

Let Us Raise the Threshold of Mourning

All work is also the work of mourning.
—Derrida

Chapter three investigates the possibility of situating melancholic
identification not only at the level of egoic history, but also at the collective level of
history. Kincaid’s claim that her history began in 1492 requires that we flesh out the
narrow horizon of melancholic identifications with lost object(s) such that it includes
both the particular context of individual losses and the broader historical contexts
which have, after all, originated in those losses. This is all the more important since
individual losses in Kincaid’s fiction are constantly understood in terms of the vaster
historical perspective in which they are produced. The overture to my third chapter
attempts to show the relevance of Freud’s technique of analytic treatment—as
exposed in “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through” (1914)—to any theory

of narrative mourning, since narrative mourning and analytic treatment are both
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concerned with the task of tracing back a symptom (of an unlocatable loss) to a
historical past—a task that eventuates, as is the case with Freud’s case histories, in
the construction of that past.

I deem it theoretically fruitful as well as analytically and critically beneficial
to draw an analogy between the dyad of transference-resistance at work in every
psychoanalytic situation and its proximate analog at work, at variable depths, in
postcolonial narratives. One can, at least provisionally, argue that the open page of
the book-to-be occupies, for the postcolonial writer, the same status as the analyst
occupies in the eyes of the analysand. The transference and inscription of weighted
experiences of colonial legacy are for the postcolonial writer—by virtue of being
fraught with uncertainties, anxieties, scruples, inhibitions, etc.—a task as psychically
taxing as the transference (dictated by the protocols of the analytic situation) of
disquieting memories in the case of the analysand. The analogy is not immaculate
since the transference-resistance dyad is, in the case of the postcolonial writer,
triangulated by the reader or the addressee while it might remain in the case of the
analysand, buried in the analyst’s files unless when turned into a case history. What
is important to stress, however, is that the postcolonial writer—by virtue of being the
analysand in relation to the analytic narrative demand—might find himself, as if
naturally, acting in a way not so dissimilar to that of the analysand in the analytic
situation.

Having established the terms of the analogy, I then inquire whether the hurdle
of repetition compulsion so rampant in psychoanalytic treatments is permissible in

(postcolonial) narrative mourning. Freud maintains that “The main instrument...for
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curbing the patient’s compulsion to repeat and for turning it into a motive for
remembering lies in the handling of the transference. We render the compulsion
harmless, and indeed useful, by giving it the right to assert itself in a definite field’
(154; italics mine). On this score, if the narrative rendition and inscription of colonial
legacy is to grow into something serviceable, it has, perhaps, to host the repetition of
insults of colonial history; it has to enact partially the structures of that history; it has,
in the words of Hamlet, to speak daggers but to use none.

Perhaps we should understand Kincaid’s narrative acts of aggression,
especially in A Small Place, in this vein, as ways of channelling the anger fomented
by an unreadable history of colonial transgressions. Ali Behdad shows that
postcolonial narratives are, by virtue of their belatedness, “exercises in remembering;
they bring into consciousness the repressed time of the other” (76). This time of the
other can be understood as the unregistered loss of the object of melancholy
identification—history writ large. They attempt, in other words, to bear witness to the
foreclosed scene of imperialism. Bearing witness must then be understood as an
attempt to narrate the impossible, that unlocatable thing to which we will never be
able to bear witness, that which is precisely the site of the “collapse of witnessing”
(Dori Laub). Bearing witness must therefore start from within the impossibility of
which it speaks and of which it is an effect. Bearing witness is always thus—the
impossible, par excellence. It has nothing to do with being on the spot while a
traumatic event breaks out or takes place; it has nothing to do with being a witness to
this and that—bearing witness must always come after the event. It is a function of

telling, of narrating, of reliving and repeating. Narrative mourning is ultimately
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trained on the impossibility of bearing witness to the wedge that colonialism enters in
the psyche of the individual between his present and his past.

In the last chapter of my dissertation—"“The Ineluctable Modality of
Posthumous Infidelity: The Limits of Narrative Mourning in Kincaid and Derrida™—
I reflect further on the impossibility of narrative mourning. More precisely, by
staging a confrontation between Kincaid’s narrative mourning of her brother, My
Brother, and Derrida’s The Work of Mourning, 1 attempt to point out the ethical
limits of narrative mourning. I explore the ways in which narrative mourning—or
what is called writing in general—following the death of a relative (Kincaid) or a
friend (Derrida) may become the uneasy site of an ethical disquiet. If “writing,” as
Derrida argues in Cinders, “denies and recognizes its debt in a single dash,” in what
way can narrative mourning become possible and impossible? (30)

With Derrida, we reach the point at which we may deliberately have to raise
the threshold at which we should start to act on Joyce’s command—Go out of
mourning first. It is no longer a question of going out of mourning, but rather a
question of dwelling in mourning. On the one hand, “All work,” Derrida contends,
“works at mourning. In and of itself. Even when it has the power to give birth, even
and especially when it plans to bring something to light and let it be seen” (143).
Since the work of mourning is already there at work, in every kind of work, not
exempting this one, it becomes the impossible to resolve, less so following the death
of a friend or a relative. On the other hand, in recognizing the limits of narrative, we
do also recognize the limits of the present work, given that “one should not be able to

say anything about the work of mourning, anything about this subject, since it cannot
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become a theme, only another experience of mourning that comes to work over the
one who intends to speak. To speak of mourning or of anything else” (143).

With Derrida’s The Work of Mourning we are left to stare blindly into the
awesome face of “impossible mourning” which is said to suspend the mourner
between two impossible choices—two infidelities: (1) to write and therefore to deny
the deceased the right to speak or (2) not to write and to send the deceased from the
silence of death to the silence of forgetting, the “worse than death,” in Lyotard’s
idiom. We are left to wonder whether an ethics of impossible mourning can proffer
us with a modus operandi and whether the practice of impossible mourning is not
phantasmagorical in orientations, that is, whether or not it is amenable to application.
The question is whether the very idea of doing away with therapeutic mourning can
be thinkable, since it tends to affirm, in turn, the inevitability of a discourse on the
impossibility of mourning to devolve—and to be anchored and grounded—in a deep-
seated contentment that mourning is possible. Otherwise, how can one ever dream of
mourning the very idea of clinical mourning, the idea of the possibility of mourning?
In order for the very idea of impossible mourning to be possible, the clinical idea of
mourning itself has to remain possible. Does not the idea of an impossible mourning
take for granted the idea of possible mourning? Otherwise, who would be able to
mourn Freud’s theory of mourning?

In other words, we either have to assume that mourning is impossible—and
abstain from exhorting people to mourn the old idea of successful mourning in favour
of an ethically impossible mourning—or we have to concede that mourning is all

there is, and that the idea of impossible mourning itself is built on, if not determined
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by the clandestine, thwarted, or unconscious belief that mourning is eventually
possible. While 1 believe Derrida’s idea of impossible mourning is an attempt to
deconstruct and to perfect the law of mourning—the law of the human—my main
question remains the following: how can we mourn this idea of (clinical) mourning?
How can we mourn mourning? How can we be born into impossible mourning? Is
not there—in the very idea of impossible mourning, already located in its very core—
a degree of possible mourning? At the same time, (why, if at all) should this idea of

possible mourning be understood as a spark of affirmation?



CHAPTER ONE:

Horizons of Desire, Horizons of Mourning: Joyce’s Dubliners'
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Every bond is a bond to sorrow.

—James Joyce, “A Painful Case”

Mourning is the horizon of all desire.

—Henry Staten, Eros in Mourning

In a compelling article, entitled “Dubliners and the Art of Losing,” John
Gordon maps variations on Joyce’s literary appropriation of a strange Irish habit that
consists of converting accidental absences into engineered subtractions, simple lacks
into suffered losses. But, while Gordon glosses over the more sedimented cultural
twin of such a habit (i.e. the tendency to defuse transhistorical/individual losses into
constitutive or structural absences) and attributes the alleged habit generally to a kind
of hermeneutics broken loose from its historical moorage, I would rather ascribe it to
a fully-fledged psychic apparatus, set in motion largely by a post-famine cultural
history of successive atrocious losses. Rather than remapping the literary inscriptions
of such a history—a task accomplished differently by many scholars such as David
Lloyd, Seamus Deane, Declan Kiberd, to mention only a few—my interest in this
chapter, as well as in the next one, branches out into a far more modest direction: to
lay bare, through a close examination of a number of characters from Dubliners, the
inscriptions of patterns of psychic engagement with loss not at the level of such a
collective history but at the level of the individual, personal history. There are of

course significant overlaps between the management of loss at the collective and the
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individual levels, namely that working through individual losses hinges considerably
on a collective expression of solidarity, such the;t the examination of the individual
patterns of containing loss might teach us ultimately about the collective ones.

The Dubliners collection is peopled with characters who handle loss quite
differently. The difference lies primarily in the affective response a given loss
generates. In “The Sisters,” for instance, while Fr. Flynn is deeply aggrieved by the
break of his chalice, the boy narrator seems hardly saddened by the death of Fr. Flynn
himself. Eveline, Mrs. Sinico, and Gretta, on the one hand, and James Duffy and
Gabriel Conroy, on the other, offer a number of interesting variations on such an
antithetical model of affective response to loss, established at the very outset of the
collection. In sum, the difference between these two types of characters lies in
whether or not a given loss arouses in them, if at all, the appropriate (i.e., expected)
emotional response.

Since Freud’s normative bifurcation of the affects generated by loss into
“Mourning and Melancholia” (1917), the tendency has been to pry apart the affect of
mourning from that of melancholia. In Freudian terms, mourning, like melancholia,
originates in loss; but while mourning is supposed to liberate the mourner from the
tyranny of the lost object, melancholia instantiates nothing but a submission to such a
tyranny. Freud describes the task the work of mourning (Trauerarbeit) performs as
follows: “Reality-testing has shown that the loved object no longer exists, and it
proceeds to demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from its attachment to that
object” (253). Although this description sounds at prima facie no more than a

temporal mechanical operation of withdrawal and displacement of cathexes,
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implicated obviously in a more global system of libidinal circulation and exchange,
Freud cautions us that the path of the work of mourning towards fulfilment might be
easily stalled by the survivor’s unwitting attachment to, or fixation on, the lost love-
object.

For Freud, then, it is incumbent upon the survivor of loss (loss of any sort: an
ideal, an object, a thing, or an abstraction, etc.) to consciously proceed by working
through (Durcharbeiten) the libidinal break or disarray that the loss of the love-
object results in. Such a process of working through is expected to be painful,
energy-consuming, and long or short depending primarily on the survivor’s will to
master the suffered loss. This is all the more so given that “people,” as Freud rightly
states, “never willingly abandon a libidinal position, not even, indeed, when a
substitute is already beckoning to them” (253). However, Freud reassures us that,
“normally, respect for reality gains the day” and when the “piecemeal,” bit by bit
work of mourning is completed, “the ego becomes free and uninhibited again” (253).
In other words, the ego has to resignedly come to the conclusion that it has no
alternative but to prostrate itself before the irrevocable verdict of reality, to let itself
be commanded by it in the hope that its libidinal cathexes might eventually be re-
oriented toward, and reinvested in, a new love-object.

That hope might, however, be nuanced by a struggle of two ambivalent and
contending forces—*“the one seeks to detach the libido from the object, the other to
maintain this position of the libido against the assault”—a struggle that takes place in
the unconscious and whose path to consciousness is, Freud maintains steadfastly,

“blocked.” This struggle coincides with the onset of melancholia, which Freud
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suspects—at least in “Mourning and Melancholia”—of a pathological disposition.
Seeking to offer primarily a reading that traces the therapoetic inscriptions of
mourning in Dubliners, 1 will try to carve out my argument in the hinge between the
emergence of eros, object-cathecting, loss, and the onset of melancholia, along with
its vicissitudes—the entropic regressive drive into what Freud deems an infantile
form of narcissism, compounded by the death drives, which can, in turn, be countered
by a turn round into mania—as I shall demonstrate in the next chapter. In this
chapter, by invoking the work of Freud and Henry Staten, I shall try to place the
emphasis on what in a number of characters in Dubliners emerges as a structural
incompetence, a constitutive inability to carry out the double bind of withdrawal and
displacement of libido. Such an inability lies at the borderline between
melancholia—including its narcissistic excesses, or recesses—and the strategies of
managing mortal eros in general. In Dubliners, narcissism is only occasionally
presented as a regression (following the loss of an object-libido) into a primary oral
phase a la Freudienne, but takes the form more often, as it will become clear in due
course, of a self-regulated, Spartan strategy of libidinal investment, exemplarily
implemented by James Duffy and Gabriel Conroy.

While appropriating concepts from a Ferenczian lexicon, Abraham and Torok
expound—especially, in The Shell and the Kernel—a theory of mourning which
remains generally caught in Freud’s system of affective bifurcation: they associate
“introjection” with successful mourning and “incorporation” with an unsuccessful
mourning or with, what Torok had originally called, “the illness of mourning.” In

other words, introjection, understood as a process of egoic broadening and expansion,
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amounts to Freud’s version of an achieved mourning, which is nothing but the
accomplishment of the process of withdrawal and displacement of cathexes.
Furthermore, although attentive and sensitive to conceptual nuances, Abraham and
Torok’s conceptualization of incorporation as the fantasy of ingesting the lost love-
object is by and large very much similar to Freud’s melancholia, understood as the
ambivalent but sustained struggle in the ego between the forces that want to abandon
the lost love-object and the other forces which, in their identification with the lost-
object, want to incorporate it within the ego by devouring it (“Mourning and
Melancholia” 258).

Tempting as it is, this particular system of affective bifurcation is not the
norm in Dubliners. Joyce hardly presents us in this collection with characters who
can exemplify respectively either Freud’s or Abraham and Torok’s conception of
Trauerarbeit or introjection. No significant character in Dubliners can be said to have
effectively reached the affective closure afforded by the work of mourning, not even
the boy of “Araby,” whose sense of shame by the end of the story intensifies, thus
wreaking havoc in his erstwhile self-contained psychic balance.

Imbibing from a Homeric, pre-Platonic culture as well as from a Platonic-
Stoic-Christian tradition, Joyce discreetly cloaks Dubliners in the veneer of the two
traditions, both at one and the same time. On the one hand, we are presented with
such characters as Fr. Flynn, Eveline, Mrs. Sinico, and Gretta who variably fall prey
to the unbridled outbreaks of grief, actuated by the loss of a given object-libido. Such
characters are always viscerally prompted to react to a loss that must have always

taken them by surprise. Their libidinal attachment to the objects of their desire is not
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only unconditional but also unreserved, unseasoned, and unmonitored. Such
characters are, to use Henry Staten words, “not yet sedimented with the strategies of
idealization and transcendence” (22)—those priceless buoys that keep the sufferer of
loss afloat within the otherwise overwhelming storms of grief. On the other hand, we
are presented with such unmournful and intellectually triumphant characters as James
Duffy and Gabriel Conroy, who are prefigured early in the collection by the boy-
narrator of “The Sisters” and the boy-narrator of “Araby”.

In Eros in Mourning (1995), Henry Staten manages successfully to isolate, at
least technically, two paradigmatic moments in the Western history of libidinal
investiture. The first moment, which he situates—through a focalized reflection on
the lliad, and particularly on Achilles’s controversial relations to Briseis and
Patroklos—in Homeric times, is a moment of illimitable grief. Achilles, Staten
argues, is driven into a maze of endless mourning simply because of his originary
blindness to the mortality of the objects of his desire. Contrary to Freud, Staten does
not treat mourning simply qua a process or a work of reparation, much less qua a
reaction to loss. Like Derrida (in, for instance, Mémoires for Paul de Man, or in the
recently published collection of éloges, The Work of Mourning), Staten understands,
as I have demonstrated in my introductory chapter, mourning as a dialectic
permeating the very incipient structure of libidinal attachment. “As soon as desire is
something felt by a mortal being for a mortal being,” Staten writes, “eros (as desire-
in-general) will always be to some degree agitated by the anticipation of loss—an

anticipation that operates even with regard to what is not yet possessed” (xi). Every
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desire is therefore shadowed by the mortality of the object of desire, and really by the
ineluctable modality of mourning constitutive of every object-relation.

Such an uncompromising state of affairs makes the libidinal adventurer think
twice before squandering his entire libido on a mortal object. Such is not the case,
Staten shows, with Achilles who loves with a force second only to the force of
mourning that seals his heart once his object-libido is lost. ‘According to Staten,
Platonism, Stoicism, and Christianity have joined forces in the creation and
dissemination of a more salubrious theory of object-relations. Staten sees such a
collaborative project as the second moment in the history of the management of
libidinal investment. Attentive to the mortality of all object-libidos, the fulcrum on
which such a cumulative theory turned has ab initio been strategies of idealization
and transcendence of mortal objects:

The fundamental terms of classical problematic of eros are
simple...one may love mutable, contingent beings as such, in which
case one is subject to limitless mourning; or one may love such being
as a step on the way to the true, ultimate, and unfailing object of love,
in which case mourning is mastered or at least mitigated by a
movement of transcendence. (7)
Although Joyce emplots these two socio-economic models of libidinal expenditure
within the texture of Dubliners, he does not seem to show a preference for either;
quite to the contrary, he seems to argue that both models serve eventually only to
foster the paralysis endemic to most Dubliners. More precisely, the transcendence of
mortal eros is inhabited, like Freud’s whole theory of mourning, by a potentially
impossible double-bind, which asks of us not only to conjure but simultaneously to

dispel our love-objects. Yet, conjuration is likely to spill over into an intensified

desire to unite with the lost object (once again and even on the outskirts of time)
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rather than to dispel its spectral presence into forgetfulness. Although the opening
story of Dubliners presents us with an interesting example of the insistence of desire
in the presumably transcendent act of conjuration, I shall focus here, in variable
length, on “Eveline”, “A Painful Case”, and “The Dead”.

Bearing these theoretical concerns in mind, let us assess—by laying bare the
affective behaviour of a selected number of characters—the resonances of such
economies of libidinal investiture in Dubliners. There is hope that such an
interpretive assessment might foster more discussions of the function of affects, and
of mourning writ large, in the work of Joyce, and into the larger scope of modernism,
in which the sedimentations of erotic strategies of transcendence loom large, as
Staten himself shows in his chapter on Heart of Darkness—literally, one of the most
notable textual harbingers of modernism.

Both Eveline and Gretta have witnessed at different stages in their lives the
inadvertent and powerful return of the phantoms of the past. Eveline was on the
threshold of submitting to the enthralling call of eros, and she almost eloped with
Frank to Buenos Ayres. Such a would-be runaway marriage demands of her to
compromise her home, including all the familiar objects “from which she had never
dreamt of being divided” (37). Moreover, it demands of her to suspend sine die a
hitherto effective vehicle of channeling mortal eros: her identification with Blessed
Margaret Mary Alacoque, whose promises remind her of her own promise to her
mother to keep the family together. From the outset, Eveline is fabled by the
underpinning tensions between the available strategies of transcendence with which

she is domestically equipped and the blandishments of apotheosizing mortal eros
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with Frank in his far away home in Buenos Ayres. Given that at the end of the story
Eveline was overridden by the hold of the past and by the strategies of transcendence
burrowing into her whole being, Donald Torchiana was able to conclude that Eveline
“highlights in Joyce’s Dublin a misguided young woman who denies the sacredness
of the heart, largely because of her devotion to the Order of the Sacred Heart that lies
behind the pious pretense of Irish family life” (70; italics mine).

Although, when caught in almost the same situation, Nora Barnacle did
eventually elope with Joyce, I do not think that what is at stake at the story’s end is
the bankrupt piety of Irish family life, much less Eveline’s denial of the sacredness of
the heart. The invisible forces of memory, of legacy, and of promise—which
constitute the fulcrum on which the plot of the story turns—are irreducible to a mere
depreciation of love in favor of a pretentious piety. Indeed, very much like Gretta in
“The Dead,” Eveline is from the very beginning of her tale set within a structure of
conjuration of the past, of old times, of the dead, and of the departed until a street
organ playing prompts her virtually to exhume her mother, her voice, and her
promise. The trope that is often related to such a mental askesis, or exercise, is
known as prosopopoeia. De Man understands prosopopoeia as a dialectic of
personification and reification, in which making the dead speak “implies, by the same
token, that the living are struck dumb, frozen in their own death” (“Autobiography”
78). The exhumation of the dead, in other words, implodes chiasmatically into the
petrification of the living.

Paul de Man’s conceptualization of prosopopoeia as a composite trope

involving not only the personification of the dead but the simultaneous reification of
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the living is conducive to a psychoanalytical reflection on the nature and possibility
of remembering and mourning in the context of Dubliners. Founded on a praxis of
remembering, the first move of the trope merges with the logic of cure, mourning,
and survival such that one might be warranted to speak, at least provisionally, of a
therapoetics of prosopopoeia.® Yet the trope is, on the other hand, inhabited by the
threat of undermining the very restorative and consolatory task it is called upon to
accomplish. First, I shall explore the psychic and emotional impact of prosopopoeia
on the characters who—lured by its magical conjuration and restitution of the dead as
well as by the promise of reuniting with them—fall prey to the trope’s pretension to
cure, and are thus victimized by its fundamental impotency. In this respect, I will try
to articulate the protean affective turmoil in which the performative reach of
prosopopoeia leaves Eveline, Gretta, Gabriel and James Duffy. While Eveline and
Gretta are jolted by the prosopopoeic conjuration of the dead, Duffy and Gabriel are
unsettled by an empathic involvement with respectively Mrs. Sinico’s and Gretta’s
tragedies. Second, I shall argue that the prosopopoeic moment of remembering and
mourning overlaps, in the case of Duffy and Gabriel, with the moment of empathy
and epiphany—in short, with their ascendance into maturity. Simultaneously, I shall
pave the way to conclude that the figure of prosopopoeia in Joyce’s stories operates
in such an entropic way as to thwart the fulfillment not only of the Freudian work of
mourning, but especially of the de Manian prophecy that “the living are struck dumb,
frozen in their own death.” Hence, I contend that “A Painful Case” and “The Dead”
orchestrate with remarkable clarity the impotence of the tropologic which, while

conjuring and decreeing a certain vision of the end, leaves the subject (i.e., Duffy and
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Gabriel) held in automourning, suspended in a present without potentiality: past the

end, yet at the same time bereft of it.

The opening paragraph of “Eveline” sets in motion a gradual process of
amassing images that figure forth the de Manian moment of prosopopoeic reversal.
The evening that invades the avenue is in fact the figurative harbinger of the
ubiquitous flood of the past which will further subdue the already prostrate head of
Eveline. Bit by bit, Eveline grows from a passive consumer of the odour of dusty
cretonne (“Her head was leaned against the window curtains and in her nostrils was
the odour of dusty cretonne,” p. 36) into an active inhaler (“Her time was running out
but she continued to sit by the window, leaning her head against the window curtain,
inhaling the odour of dusty cretonne,” p. 39). By implication, Eveline evolves from a
detached and machinic distillation of past childhood, forgone memories, and departed
friends into a more active and elaborate engagement with the past. The reactivation
of the past gains momentum when Eveline hears a street organ playing. In the very
same manner, Gretta’s already operative conjurative process of her past childhood
romance with Michael Furey (“I’d love to see Galway again,” she confides to her
husband pressing him to accept Miss Ivors’ invitation to the Aran Isles, p. 191)
intensifies when she listens to a chance singing of The Lass of Aughrim by Bartell
D’Arcy.

Both the street organ playing and the chance singing of The Lass of Aughrim

act as prosopopoeic motor forces. Once these two arch-conjurations in both stories
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occur, the prosopopoeic dialectic speeds irresistibly toward its destinal reificatory
reversal. By virtue of its retrospective logic, prosopopoeia, as defined by de Man, is
technically conducive to a therapoetic process of remembering and working through
the past. However, in the case of Eveline and Gretta, it is more fitting to say that it
has served mainly to spectralize both the living and the dead. Eveline is hostage to
rather than host of the ghostly voice that shouts unintelligibly within her: “Derevaun
Seraun! Derevaun Seraun” (40). In the same manner, Gretta is marbleized by the
sudden re-emergence of the voice that screams within her that it “did not want to
live” (221). Hence the incommensurability located at the very heart of the “conjure-
and-dispel” double bind of clinical transcendence announced earlier. Although
attentive to the potential “hypercathecting” operative in every prosopopoeic practice
of conjuration and remembering, Freud nonetheless maintains that that should only
be seen as a step toward the thorough detachment of libido from the lost object.
“Each single one of the memories and expectations in which the libido is bound to
the object is,” Freud expounds, “brought up and hypercathected, and detachment of
the libido is accomplished in respect to it” (253; italics mine). Yet, hypercathecting
serves, in the context of Dubliners, as the launching pad for the ultimate
prosopopoeic reversal—the petrification of the living.

Small wonder then that Eveline and Gretta are reduced to the deathliness of
disembodied presences! Transfixed into motionlessness, Eveline stares blindly, eyes-
wide-shut, at Frank rushing beyond the barrier while she “clutch[es] the iron in
frenzy” before she loosens her grip and “set[s] her white face to him, passive, like a

helpless animal,” giving him “no sign of love or farewell or recognition” (Dubliners
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41). Likewise, after listening to a chance singing of the song that Michael Furey used
to sing to her during their long walks in the country side, Gretta becomes so divested
of herself and possessed by Michael’s image that her husband did not hesitate to drag
her down to the deadness of a “symbol,” a “picture”—an abstraction and an image
(210).

Upon listening to the musical performance by Bartell D’Arcy, Gretta has
become the site of a perturbing and unsettling memory such that Gabriel himself, still
unable to attend to her crisis, nails her down to the alleged deadness of a “picture”:

There was grace and mystery in her attitude as if she were a symbol of
something. He asked himself what is a woman standing on the stairs in
the shadow, listening to distant music, a symbol of. If he were a
painter he would paint her in that attitude... Distant Music he would
call the picture if he were a painter. (Dubliners 210).
At his stage, Gabriel is unaware of the meaning of such a striking abstraction of his
wife. Yet, what I find striking about this passage is Gabriel’s imaginative
engagement in the very activity native to the dialectic of prosopopoeic reversal—the
act of defacing and disfiguring the living. That Gabriel should abstract Gretta means
at least that Gretta, as a living entity, is possessed by another non-living entity, by an
absent being—by a revenant. This passage then captures a fully realized
prosopopoeic dialectic, an achieved prosopopoeia, in which the conferment of face
upon the faceless (Michael) engenders a symmetrical stripping of face from Gretta.
Prosopopoeia then has not only the animating force of de-fictionalizing the faceless,
but also of fictionalizing the living face. But, Gretta is as oblivious to her abstraction

as Gabriel is unaware of its full import. Meanwhile, the reader has, while giving free

play to this imaginative flight, part and partial of any interpretive enterprise, to bear
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in mind that prosopopoeia is, as Riffaterre explains, a fiction that, “Far from inviting
visualization, let alone sensory perception,” presupposes an “animating,” “mock”
force whereupon “no real personification need take place” (108). We are therefore by
no means suggesting, as will be better clarified later, that Gretta is literally dead,
much less that Michael is really back from the dead; nor are we suggesting that the
figural force of prosopopoeia demands that the animated entity (Michael Furey) be
fictitiously embodied by a certain ghostly revenant, let alone by a certain visible
ghostly revenant. The return of the prosopopoeically-animated Other occurs not so
much in narrative space as in narrative time, within and through the (de)contracting
consciousness of Gretta. Thus, this return becomes visible only as an effect brought
to bear on the mourning subject: the visibility of the invisible Michael correlates with
the invisibility of the visible Gretta, to whom Aunt Julia declares: “—O, good-night,
Gretta, I didn’t see you” (Dubliners 212). Although Michael Furey does not really
come back in the manner of the ghost of Hamlet’s father demanding that he be
remembered and honoured, he emerges not only as an undying flame, a voice whose
words do not die, but also as an eye, seen unseen:

I implored of him to go home at once and told him he would get his
death in the rain. But he said he did not want to live. I can see his eyes
as well as well! He was standing at the end of the wall where there

was a tree. (Dubliners 221; italics mine)

While Gretta seems, as Sean Latham rightly observes, only to report Michael’s words

in “the third person,™

the subtle slippage from the reported speech (in the past tense)
to the present (tense)—"I can see his eyes as well as well!”—and back to the reported

speech implies that Gretta is virtually animated by the force of prosopopoeia, the
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force of fictionalizing a face (note here that I use “eyes” as a synecdoche for “face”)
in the incorporeal air, there “where there was a tree,” there (now and here, there and
then) where no face can be searched for and be found. Who but Hamiet Jr. could
reckon with his father’s ghost? After all, was not his mother, Gertrude, unable to see
the ghost while it was speaking plainly to her son? Who else but Gretta “can [now]
see [Michael’s] eyes as well as well!”? Does not that, after all, pertain to the
singularity of (her) experience? How can we prove (other than by a certain
anagnorisis of having undergone a similar experience) that no sooner does Gretta
utter the seemingly empty (as empty as it looked for Gabriel himself at the beginning
of Gretta’s testimonial narrative) signifier “Michael” than an unbridled proliferation
of image, face, speech, and “eyes as well” crop up into prosopopoeic existence—
whose intensity might even exceed the so-called hard rock of the real? How can we
be privy to such a spontaneous overlap between denotation and imaginative
objectification, and to the singularity of every prosopopoeic summation, of every
experience of conjuration and remembering? How can we accede to the
unostentatious? In short, how can the shattering prosopopoeic experience be shared
and communicated, be sharable and communicable?

That Eveline and Gretta become, to borrow a word from Ulysses, so “wrapt”
(rapt/wrapped) in/by the past is the outcome not only of the prosopopoeic rupture
they undergo but of their uneconomized libidinal expenditures after the prosopopoeic
outbreak. The dialectic of prosopopoeic reversal, to which they have submitted,
originates in their active conjuration and hypercathecting of the dead, without which

the reificatory reversal would never after all have taken place. At length, seduced by
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the trope’s magical conjuration and restitution of the dead and by the promise of
reuniting with them, Eveline and Gretta find themselves, while locked in the trope’s
uncompromising logic, unable to undergo the threat of death that, de Man insists,
inhabits prosopopoeia. It follows then that prosopopoeia is actually inhabited by a
fundamental performative impotence that decrees, but fails to fulfill, the end.
Exposed to the prosopopoeic trap, Eveline and Gretta are suspended in the aridity of
a present without potentiality: marbleized and statuified. Hence, there is more to their
tragedies than a “misguided” denial of the sacredness of the heart, as Donald
Torchiana would have us believe.

The affective turmoil that Eveline and Gretta experience is, it bears repeating,
largely precipitated by the malfunction of their systems of libidinal management
following the prosopopoeic resurfacing of their love-objects. Surely, they have
rehearsed their positions in relation to the objects of their libidinal attachments (i.e.,
Eveline is on the threshold of marriage, and Gretta is already married), but they have
variably failed to achieve the affective closure afforded by the Freudian work of
mourning—a closure that would presumably shield them against the incidental
sparkers (such as distant music) of grief. Yet, to point out to their failure of arriving
at this protective affective closure does not by any means imply that such a closure is
after all possible. Mourning presents itself primarily as a demand for affective
closure, yet the demand is hardly dissociable from its negation—desire writ large.

Once loss occurs—nay, once eros is born—it is already too late to avoid the
overwhelming spiral of desire and mourning. Indeed, eros seems so central to the

emergence of life that the affective closure of the work of mourning can only be
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painted as nothing less than a rebirth of eros, a beginning of another cycle. Even the
more libidinally economized characters such as James Duffy and Gabriel Conroy
prove, I shall argue, vulnerable to the intractable detours of eros in the route to
fulfiliment, and, by implication, to the latent structure of grief inextricably bound to
it. Although arrayed in more rigorous prophylactic structures of affective foreclosure
aimed at nipping eros in the bud, James Duffy and Gabriel undergo nonetheless, each
on his own, a prosopopoeic experience that forces them not only to approximate
empathically Mrs Sinico’s and Gretta’s crises respectively, but especially to
recognise epiphanically their fundamental loneliness (James Duffy) and ineluctable
mortality (Gabriel). They undergo, in other words, what I call an empiphany: a
transactive dynamics of recognizing the irreducible otherness of eros at the very
moment of its manifestation—a mysteriously tied knot between empathy and
epiphany. To better understand the radical nature of this empiphanic moment, this
moment of merging and generative transformation, let me first shed some light on the
myths and beliefs of the former selves of James Duffy and Gabriel Conroy.

Before their empiphanic awakening, both Duffy and Gabriel deploy an
ideology of transcendence that, while tentatively alive to the inevitability of affective
ties, is either deliberately exiled from them (Duffy in relation to Emily), or
murderously overappropriative of their otherness (Gabriel in relation to Gretta).
Although Duffy is not involved in a structure of Platonizing Christianity, he
nonetheless imbues from a Stoic-Platonic tradition that articulates a fundamental
schism between the mortality of the flesh and the immortality of the idea. While this

might come at the detriment of eros—the driving force of psychic life—I think
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nonetheless that Duffy’s maxim, “Every bond is a bond to sorrow” (112), attests
undoubtedly to the immortality of the idea. This maxim is, in fact, the most profound
statement in Dubliners about the aporetic nature of object-relations. Many Joycean
scholars were, however, seduced by the irresistible temptation to indict Duffy for
having disdained love. In this regard, Philip Herring, for instance, was able to
ascertain—albeit the very title of his book is Joyce’s Uncertainty Principle—that by
the story’s end, “James Duffy is punished by a deep longing for the love and the
human contact he had earlier prided himself on disdaining” (69; italics mine). Such a
conclusion is, in my view, inadvertent to the serious questions Duffy’s maxim raises.
It, moreover, passes over in silence not only Duffy’s attempt to rehearse his libidinal
investments (i.e., his libidinal approach to Emily Sinico and his simultaneous
suspension of such non-symbolic investiture), but also his eventual empiphanic
realization that he is lonely. At length, Philip Herring seems to imply that if Duffy
were to reciprocate Emily’s libidinal overtures, he would have been sheltered from
the pain which is nonetheless constitutive, as Duffy rightly points out, of love.

By cautioning us that every bond is a bond to sorrow, Duffy suspends us
between the demands of eros and the ineluctable modality of mourning, “the horizon
of all desire,” in the words of Staten (xi). And only through the sublimation of eros
can the expanding horizon of mourning begin to shrink. By means of an exilic
attachment to Emily Sinico, Duffy attempts to avoid both eros and mourning. He
rehearses an economics of libidinal expenditure that would both pre-empt the pangs
of eros and shelter him from the outbreak of grief. Indeed, Duffy wants to shore up a

life in the hinge between philosophy and music, between friendship and love,
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between libidinal transcendence and libidinal expenditure. Many are the references
that figure forth this attempt to glidingly mediate between these virtually
incommensurable demands. Although he, for instances, acknowledges the crude
presence of his body, he keeps it in constant check. More importantly, by inscribing
and simultaneously withholding his self in his odd “autobiographical habit”
(Dubliners 108), he paradoxically seeks to take a line of flight that enables him to
evade the very activity (i.e., writing) in which he is involved. Little wonder then that
he stops at the threshold of writing and on the verge of articulation, and all he
manages to pen down are nothing more than disparate sentences on a sheaf of papers.
His poetics of libidinal management unfolds on the borderline between the desire to
inscribe his self autobiographically and the symmetrical transcendent imperative to
veil and impersonalize. He thus vacillates between self-exaltation and self-
denunciation, between self-love and self-denial, and really between the temptation of
eros and the mortification of mortality and grief native to it.

Such a poetics, which is sensu stricto a poetics of the threshold, was very
much effective until decimated by an unbridled prosopopoeic outbreak. Like Gabriel,
as I will show in due course, Duffy grows from a practitioner of negative conjuration
of the dead Emily into a practitioner of empathic approximation of her experience. At
one point, he seems, in an obviously Freudian aside, to reduce Emily Sinico to pure,
unpunctuated eros—"“to one of the wrecks on which civilization has been reared”
(Dubliners 115). And he feels a particular need for sublimation, and for civilization,
on whose suburbs he has nevertheless hitherto lived. At prima facie, he perceives

Emily’s death as veiling a last attempt on her part to wreak vengeance and inflict on
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him the same amount of pain she suffered. But, when he engages in a focalized
conjuration of her memory, not only does his anger mitigate, but also a proliferation
of “voice” and “hand” pops out into prosopopoeic existence: “She seemed to be near
him in the darkness. At moments he seemed to feel her voice touch his ear, her hand
touch his. He stood still to listen” (117).

In a pioneering study of melancholy and mourning in Dubliners, Earl
Ingersoll claims that at the end of “A Painful Case,” Duffy—when finishing his
evening meal—caught sight of “A Painful Case” in the paper beside his plate, and is
thus “offered the opportunity to have Emily Sinico for dessert” (88). In other words,
Duffy reacts to the prosopopoeic restitution of Emily by incorporating her within,
thus violating her otherwise inassimilable otherness. The end of the story seems to
me, however, to stress with remarkable clarity an empiphanic moment in which the
empathy with Emily’s loneliness brings Duffy’s gaze to center on his own loneliness.
This empiphanic structure begins when he “understood how lonely her life must have
been” (Dubliners 116), and comes full circle at the very end of the story when he
“felt that he was alone” (117). This last sentence which certainly betrays the outbreak
of mourning was prepared for by another sentence: “His life would be lonely until,
he, too, died, ceased to exist, became a memory—if anyone remembered him” (116).
Far from cannibalistically incorporating Emily within him, Duffy is again gliding
chiasmatically between an empathic approximation of her experience of loneliness,
and an empiphanic cognizance of his own ineluctable death, his present loneliness,
and her infinite alterity. At one point, “he seemed to feel her voice touch his ear”

(117); at another, he “could not feel her near him in the darkness nor her voice touch
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his ear” (117). Only through a chiasmatics of proximity and distance can we
understand the full surge of the dead Mrs Sinico in the expanding and simultaneously
withering world of Duffy. Indeed, at the very end of the story, Emily remains near
and yet far, there beyond, at the crossroads between the transcendence he preaches

and the birth of desire he was wont to abhor.

Empiphany, being a transactive interchange between an exterior and interior
gaze, does not violate the experience of the other in the process of approximating it,
no more than the other’s experience itself can be said to violate one’s own. Gabriel’s
empiphanic awakening, for instance, does not only lay bare the emergence of Gretta
as utterly other (after she has been hitherto tethered within the fabric of specular
identification with him), but also the emergence of empathy not so much as an
overappropriative knitting machine as a transactive and trans-enriching force. While
Duffy’s story foregrounds his reckoning with the otherness (of Mrs. Sinico, of eros,
of mourning, etc.) he had always dreaded and thus kept at bay, Gabriel’s brings to the
limelight his recognition of the otherness he had always suppressed. By virtue of
being married, Gabriel’s relation to Gretta is normally animated by the foundational
conjugal promise of mourning. Yet, Gabriel is presented as absorbed in peeling away
every mystifying fog of mortality hanging in the horizon of his mortal bond to Gretta,
and to his relatives. Immersed in the waters of philosophy, associated with a Roman-
Stoic and Nietzschean practice of productive forgetting, Gabriel is spurred by a

powerful illusion, masquerading as intellectual triumphalism, and thus speeds
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irresistibly toward the limits of his rhetoric. More importantly, Gabriel’s character is
marked by the deliberate eschewal of everything that smacks of grief: “Our path
through life is strewn with many...memories: and were we to brood upon them
always we could not find the heart to go on bravely with our work among the living,”
and he adds: “I will not linger on the past. I will not let any gloqmy moralising
intrude upon us here to-night” (204).

Gabriel deploys a seductive and palliative rhetoric of persuasion in order not
only to defuse, but ultimately to transcend, if not occlude, “thoughts of the past, of
youth, of changes, of absent faces” (204). His strategy of managing mortality and
transience is deeply-rooted in the Greek and Roman stoic traditions of philosophy,
namely in that of Epicurus and Lucretius. Stoicism has emphatically cautioned
against unreserved attachments to objects, or persons, or anything mortal, as a
preventive armament against any assault of unbridled mourning in the wake of their
loss. Thus, death is presented as the cessation of being, which, if rationally
compromised at the outset, should foster no unexpected bouts of mourning, nor any
unseasonable lugubrious wails. Indeed, in his famous letter to Menoeceus, Epicurus
goes on, in a combination of both rhetoric and logic, hammering this very idea home:
“Become accustomed to the belief that death is nothing to us...It does not...concern
either the living or the dead, since for the former it is not, and the latter are no more”
(30-31). The Lucretian argument, following from the Epicurean one, also holds that
death is posthumous nonexistence akin to prenatal nonexistence (this is the core of
the famous Lucretian “symmetry thesis”). Summing up his cogitation about the

radical wedge that death enters between the living and the dead, Lucretius writes:
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“Death therefore must be thought to concern us much less, if less there can be than
what we see to be nothing; for a greater dispersion of the mass of matter follows after
death, and no one wakes up, upon whom the chill cessation of life has once come”
(131).

In the second of his Unzeitgemdsse Betrachtungen, recently rendered by
Richard Gray as Unfashionable Observations (formerly known as Untimely
Meditations), Nietzsche goes even further than the Stoics and strikes an organic cord
between the necessity of forgetting the dead and the past at large, and the possibility
of productivity, or action: “All action requires forgetting” (89); “historical sensibility
makes its servants passive and retrospective” (140). Ultimately, Nietzsche reasons
that (historical) memory and the past, in general, is sickening, that his age suffers
from “the historical sickness” and form “the memory of its chains,” and that the only
antidote to this fatal disease lies in “the art and power to be able to forget” (original
italics; 163). This Stoic tradition of philosophy whose effects have rippled through
the ages is appropriated, and ultimately deconstructed, in “The Dead” through the
character of Gabriel. Actually, the empiphanic moment which Gabriel experiences is
but the moment of dispelling the hold such a philosophy has had on his thinking—a
thinking that, far from being tempered and particularized by (an) experience (@ /a
Gretta), is simply indulgent in Stoicism, in the pursuance and maintenance of a
rational protective buffer—a sort of cordon sanitaire—between the dead and the
living.

One could safely posit that Gabriel is just not aware that a pseudo-theory of

memory (or, what in the words of Barbie Zelizer amounts to a “remembering to
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forget,” p. 202) would not secure an unencumbered present. Although his strategy of
transcendence would brook no return to the past, it remains perched on the abyss of a
possible free-floating return of the past in the form of a harrowing and disembodied
memory. Unlike the return o memory, which is a deliberate, transformational, and
generative practice of remembering, the return of memory is but the eruption of
hitherto latent, but unsubdued force. While the return fo memory might be described
as mournfulfilling (i.e., a remembering that works toward the gradual and
compromising fulfillment and completion of the task of mourning), the return of
memory is rather mournfilling (i.e., it fills the hitherto intellectually triumphant
disclaimer of the past with a sudden outbreak of mourning that might eventually slide
into a form of pathological melancholia).

Labouring under the auspices of the Roman-Stoic tradition of libidinal
management, Gabriel’s practice of transcendent forgetting would speed irresistibly
toward its limits, where its vocabulary, concerned with prophylaxis, would fall short,
as Gretta’s case attests to, of precluding the occurrence of a return-of type of
memory, followed by a focalized conjuration, culminating in a prosopopoeic
outbreak. Before that occurs to Gretta, however, Gabriel had enjoyed the psychic
seamlessness of a specular relationship with her (as his “object-cathexis™). No sooner
does he learn that there was “a person long ago” in her life, then he is beset by fury:
“A dull anger began to gather again at the back of his mind and the dull fires of his
lust began to glow angrily in his veins” (Dubliners 219). Such anger, not yet ignited
by shame, feeds on the fear of belatedness, on the erotic phobia of having been

preceded to the heart of Gretta by someone else. Surely, there is a certain preemptive
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power that precedence holds over, and exercises upon, belatedness, yet it is not so
much the loss of this initiatory power—the power to cast long shadows—that has
provoked Gabriel’s anger as it is the loss of the powerful illusion that has hitherto
spurred and nurtured it. Such an illusion is, moreover, predicated upon holding the
other in abeyance, if not suppressing her altogether. As Eric L. Santner points out,
“the narcissist loves an object only insofar and as long as he or she can repress the
otherness of the object” (3).

While the other for Duffy is a threat to his strategic loneliness, the other for
Gabriel is but an extension of the self, invisible as such, and thus harbouring no threat
to his prolonged egoic monologism. Gabriel, in other words, seems to proffer us with
an exemplary model of Sandor Ferenczi’s dictum that, “In principle, man can only
love himself; if he loves an object he takes it into his ego” (316). It follows from this
that the narcissist’s egoic monologism and specular reciprocity with the love-object is
shaken at the seams as soon as the object’s otherness is asserted. Gretta’s otherness is
inscribed in her tale of love and loss, and has gradually come into prominence as that
very tale unfolded. It is as if the mark of loss, which is really the stamp of grief, were
the grantor of that hitherto veiled and denied otherness.

Gretta’s insurgent otherness, along with Gabriel’s loss of the illusion of
priority, while proffering us with objective prerequisites for a logical outbreak of
melancholy (i.e., a process whereby the ego engages in containing its narcissistic loss
of self-regard), will nonetheless foment no turbulence at all in Gabriel’s psyche. The
point is that the thrust of melancholia toward the exterior is immediately countered

by an interior strategy of affective foreclosure. Although Gabriel is now deeply aware
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of the fracture of his identificatory mirror with Gretta, he attempts firmly to elide the
heightened hues of shame that come to color his face. The active engagement of
containing the emotional currents that have swept his ego-narcissism adds to his
conviction—which is at heart an illusion—of mastery over a situation to which he
had nonetheless been forced to submit. Gabriel is still dreaming of saving face, of
suturing his fissures, and of consoling his ego by sparing it the shame of admitting
and displaying its festering wounds. Joyce is careful enough to use the word
“instinctively,” which, if translated into psychoanalytic terms, might suggest that
Gabriel is unconsciously defending against the onset of melancholia.

Gabriel manifests the symptoms of what the Mitscherlichs call the “inability
to mourn,” which is in fact a refusal to mourn, a refusal to submit to what one is
literally submitted to.* Precisely, the inability to mourn, if we are to hold to the
Mitscherlichs’ confusing concept, bespeaks the disavowal of something (here grief)
that is nonetheless felt in every iota of one’s being. The ego can thus be, as is the case
with Gabriel, at a stage of emotional turmoil, overwhelmed with grief, anger, and
incipient melancholia, but will still be categorically unwilling to live out/through its
egoic injuries, and thus folds back into a state of primitive narcissism, believed to be
the only remaining repository of hope, of shelter and protection of the ego. This
strategy of occlusion of shame—an occlusion of what is there, of what insists on
being there, on the face, there for the public eye—coupled with his self-deceptive
irony and the insurgent vindictive consolatory gestures he waves to his shattered ego,
enables Gabriel momentarily to contain the opening of an abysmal interval in his

claustral and specular relationship with Gretta.
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Gabriel’s persistent refusal to evacuate his egoic stronghold is, however, as
Gretta’s harrowing tale unfolds, met with an immense challenge: to ward off the
massive injury brought down upon his ego by the dawning discovery that not only
was Gretta “great with” Michael, but especially that the latter “died for [her]”
(Dubliners 220). It is precisely this inimitable legacy that forces on Gabriel a kind of
unconditional surrender. It, in other words, pushes him to give up militating, in a
spate of egoic consolation, against an unknown enemy who is neither within range,
nor of the same calibre. Indeed, it is an enemy who lives in “a grey impalpable
world” (223), and, more importantly, an enemy who had braved death for love: “a
man died for her” (222). This immense legacy, which Gabriel would not even toy
with the idea of measuring himself against, has hastened the collapse of his militant
campaign to recapture Gretta within a structure of specular identification: “It hardly
pained him now to think how poor a part he, her husband, had played in her life”
(222). Whatever way he would turn to console Gretta back again into his ego, it
would hardly prove of any consolation, especially if compared to the monumental
heritage of Michael Furey.

Gabriel’s whole being becomes now redefined in relation to this predecessor,
Michael Furey. Such a relation which is born on the wreck of his ego-syntonic self—
a self formerly wont, in its constant movement to broaden the boundaries of its
domain, to introject its love-objects within—relocates him on the plane of mortal
desire, that is, on the plane of desire as correlative with mourning. As Derrida
belabours the matter at length in Spectres of Marx, being itself shadows forth “a

predestined hospitality” that should never shirk the task of extending a welcome to
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the enduring, spectral presence-absence of the predecessor, or the dead. To put this
somewhat differently, being cannot be conceived separately from inheriting, and
since inheriting veils the trace of another being in relation to whom we are, then
being is necessarily being in mourning for the being from whom we received our
inheritance, and eventually this mourning extends to the very being who is now
defined/marked by, or identified with the duty/task of inheritance—the inheritor.
Thus, as Derrida succinctly puts it: “like all inheritors, we are in mourning” (54).

Gabriel’s newly formed alignment with his dispossessor/liberator of the
illusion of priority as well as his relocation on the plane of mortal desire and
mourning become more and more evident in his empathic entanglement with the
harrowing memories of Gretta. When Gretta was fast asleep, Gabriel is proffered
with the opportunity to empathically slice into her experience, and it was not long
before he realized she is infinitely other: “He watched her while she slept as though
he and she had never lived together as man and wife” (Dubliners 222). This
alienating sentiment which is now borne into his mind for the first time does not so
much bespeak, as most critical works on the story attest to, the end-result of a
hitherto failed marriage, as it so manifestly outlines the premises of marriage itself:
the affirmation of otherness and the commitment to mourning.

Gabriel’s heightened empathy, however, while actuated at the behest of a
newly formed alignment with Gretta (and an a posteriori one with Michael), knows
no sense of proportion: it dilates and spills over into an a priori process of hetero-
mourning:

Poor Aunt Julia! She...would soon be a shade with the shade of
Patrick Morkan and his horse....
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Yes, yes: that would happen very soon....
One by one they were all becoming shades. (Dubliners 222-23)

Gabriel is so empathically stricken by Gretta’s public expression of mourning that he
projects himself into a position in which he will have to mourn the anticipated deaths
of his aunts, and potentially of everyone he knows. Gabriel has now attained that
stage of awareness in which he would very likely repeat, after James Duffy, that
“every bond is a bond to sorrow” (Dubliners 112). In the wake of the empathic
involvement with Gretta’s inconsolable mourning of the loss of her childhood
boyfriend—which is itself a premonitory glimpse of the inevitable death of Gabriel’s
relatives and of the task of heteromourning awaiting him—there emerges, more
importantly, the empiphanic prefiguration of a drastic personal narrative of
automourning whereby Gabriel lives a priori the devastating loss of his “own
identity”—an identity felt to be irresistibly “fading out into a grey impalpable world”

(223).

Gabriel posits his death before it occurs; he lives in the aftermath of what is
yet to come, that is, in the wake of the event which is not yet one. He lives, more
precisely, in the anticipation of a loss (death) whose very occurrence would
inevitably coincide with his collapse as a subject capable of experiencing, or bearing
witness to, it—let alone surviving it. Death presents itself as that which has not yet
been experienced, and paradoxically as that which must have always been (a fact).
Thus the anticipation of death is already inhabited by its very aftermath. In a

rhetorically-edged article, “Fear of Breakdown,” A. W. Winnicott associates (the
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wish for/fear of) death with a persisting infantile “primitive agony” that has not yet
been amenable to experience. Winnicott wants to draw attention to the possibility that
death—as an instance of a breakdown of the system of defence organization—must
have always happened near the beginning of every individual’s life, but was not
experienced, “because the patient was not there for it to happen to” (92). According
to Winnicott, “it is the death that happened but was not experienced that is sought”
(93). While this is not the space for infantilizing the (adult) compulsive pursuit/dread
of death, nor for determining for sure whether or not Gabriel “died in early infancy”
(93), I find Winnicott’s emphasis on the death that “has already been” (90), albeit
“not yet experienced” (91), very pertinent to the present discussion. For, that which
“has already been” while “not yet experienced” is precisely that which is constitutive
of being as such.

Death is what structures being, and cannot therefore be experienced by the
very person who undergoes it. To experience one’s death, one has, as it were, to live
through/past the end, without the end. Such an experience is quite simply impossible.
What is within the realms of the possible is a relational experience of death. This
occurs following the loss of others as objects of love, friendship, kinship, or any other
kind of bond. One’s death, insofar as it is a constitutive loss of one’s being, can only
be experienced as a relational loss. Thus the experience of one’s death commences in
mourning; more precisely, in mourning (for) the other’s death—that is, in
heteromourning. What instigates Gabriel’s expression of heteromourning is

b4

moreover, not a relational loss which has befallen him but a relational loss which he
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anticipates. Such anticipation wells up, it bears repeating, out of an empiphanic
involvement with his wife’s harrowing heteromourning.

What is easier to recognize than analyze, however, is the baffling slippage of
Gabriel from a process of anticipatory heteromourning into a process of
automourning, that is, from a process in which he sees all his relatives being
transformed one by one into shades to a process in which he sees his soul fast
approaching “that region where dwell the vast hosts of the dead” (Dubliners 223). To
be able to see one’s own identity “fading out into a grey impalpable world” is the
impossible par excellence (223). It is much like Hamlet’s impossible pronouncement:
“Horatio, I am dead” (5.2: 151). Here we are obviously faring at the margins of the
philosophical logic of non-contradiction, yet there is still method in such rhetoric.
The point is that one’s ownmost death—the impossible to experience—is
presupposed by the structure that engulfs being such that a heightened awareness of
its inevitability suspends the demarcating lines between its anticipation and its
aftermath. Under one instigator or another, one realizes that one is born to die, and
acts as if one were already dead, as if the end were at hand. Hence, the “not yet
experienced,” in Winnicott’s words, falls under the shadow of what “has already
been,” so much so that one is left in limbo—suspended between an end that has
already come and an end that has not yet come, mistaking the one for the other. One
ends up living in an impossible realm—past the end, yet without the end. One, in
other words, submits passively to a state that Jean-Luc Nancy transcribes as—

“life/death”—*“a suspension of the continuum of being, a scansion wherein ‘I’
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has/have little to do” (7). Only under such a condition can one approximate an
experience of one’s death, an experience of one’s end.

To be able to pronounce one’s death is to move from a position of relative
affective passivity toward a constitutive loss (yet to be experienced) into an active
affective engagement with its aftermath. One’s own life becomes therefore the
unfolding of a mystifying story of survival, and/or waiting for the arrival, of death.
Mourning the deaths of others—heteromourning—rouses the underpinning structure
of automourning. Thus every relational loss, however anticipatory, translates
immediately into a constitutive loss, a flash-forward of the loss of one’s own self.
The relational harks back to the constitutive. The constitutive remains, however, the
realm of the impossible to experience.

In this respect, the sadness that seals Gabriel’s heart at the end of the story is
the offshoot not so much of the imminent bereavement hic et ubique of the end as of
the immanent berefiness hic et nunc of an end. The litany of losses—the ones past
(Michael Furey and Patrick Morkan and his horse) and the ones yet-to-come (Aunt
Julia and the rest}—awakens Gabriel to the transitory nature of life, and instills in
him what Freud calls “a foretaste of mourning” (“On Transience” 306). Yet, what
makes this story theoretically important is that mourning does not follow, pace
Freud, from the loss of something (here Gabriel’s life) that the survivor (Gabriel as
survivor of his own death) cannot seamlessly forsake, but rather from the impossible
occurrence here and now of that which is destined to occur—in short, from the
impossibility of the resolve, in Beckett’s words, to “finish dying” (Molly 7). Thus, as

Hans-Jost Frey superbly contends, “What has failed to happen cannot be made up for.
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Mourning envelops the emptiness from which nothing more can be expected. One
mourns less for what was than for what can no longer happen now” (75). What can
no longer happen now refers—let us not forget—to the prosopopoeic promise of the
end, which is, as already explained, the second moment of prosopopoeia—the
moment of an achieved prosopopoeia, a fulfillment of the end. Gabriel only allows
himself to reckon wearily that “The time had come for him to set out on his journey
westward” (Dubliners 223). But, in fact, he is suspended in the aridity of a present
bereft of potentiality—a present in which he has, as already pointed out by Nancy,
“little to do” (7).

Automourning structures one’s relation to a loss (of the unit self, in
Winnicott’s terms) which, though not yet lived through, pertains to a permanent
preoccupation of the mind, and is rehearsed endlessly in the imagination. This type of
loss withstands no experiencing: it occurs abruptly—it interrupts, and leaves no
chance for the subject to experience it posthumously. The subject has therefore no
alternative but to reconcile itself to it a priori, beforehand. Automourning is the
affective apparatus within which such a loss is painted and experienced, as it were,
hypothetically, but no less acutely and tensely. This is all the more so when
automourning breaks out in response to a relational loss, or in empathy with another
person on his loss.

That Gabriel should have been lured and immured into such a Pyrrhically
mature state of nonbecoming attests to the resonant effects of the two affective
experiences with which we have been preoccupied so far: namely, the prosopopoeic

and the empiphanic experiences. Indeed, to do justice to the enormity and complexity
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of Gabriel’s suspended-ness (really, suspended-I-ness) in the affect of automourning,
one has to speak of a prosopopo-empiphanic imbrication. Actually, a complex
signifying dialectical chain is started at the behest of the primal prosopopoeic gesture
(extended to the dead but primarily directed in the service of the living): conjuration-
empathy-conjuration-epiphany. The reason why “conjuration” is repeated twice in
this nodal chaining of an otherwise dispersed and unmasterable affective inter- and
intra-relations is because right at the very end of the story Gabriel recreates, or lives
vicariously through, the night when Michael Furey ran to Gretta’s window and threw
gravel against it. The recreation, however, is so subtle as to escape the inquiring eye.
What is crucial to us is not so much the imaginative recreation of the scene as the
lived impact it has on Gabriel. The recreation of this scene in Gabriel’s imagination
goes as follows: “The tears gathered more thickly in his eyes and in the partial
darkness he imagined he saw the form of a young man standing under a dripping
tree.” What is important is that this recreation blurs spontaneously into a
prosopopoeic conjuration whose power and force is such that “A few light taps upon
the pane made him turn to the window” (Dubliners 223). The fact is that Gabriel is so
absorbed and enthralled by the fictional conjuration of Michael Furey that the lines of
demarcation between his imaginative engrossment and reality (narrative reality)
collapse at the seams, and the “few light taps upon the pane” are immediately
confused with Michael’s gravel against the window. Thus, it requires no further
argument to stress how the imaginative recreation spills over into a prosopopoeic
entanglement whose effect is hallucinatory in that it unsettles the distinction between

the modality of the visible and the modality of the feelable.
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Hallucination ensues from the empathic entanglement with the prosopopoeic
tidal motion. In other words, hallucination is another name for the empathic
revelation of the other in his perspicuous alterity. Empathy wields the force and
effect, without which prosopopoeia becomes an opprobrious and hackneyed
tropological ritual. In the context of this story, prosopopoeia does not, pace de Man,
so much confer a voice and a face upon an absent entity—here Michael Furey—as
confer a feelable presence upon an otherwise irredeemably absent entity. This
presence is not, moreover, exteriorized and staged, that is, made literally available in
the world of the text, but is anchored in an insurgent structure of empathy. And
empathy, insofar as it is a transferential process aimed at approximating the
experience of the other, secures the passage to the merged experience of empiphany:
the recognition of the other at the very moment of his revelation.

The dialectic of prosopopoeia acts as the motor force that produces
empiphany. In other words, through conjuration and peripeteia, the prosopopoeic
generates both the revelation and recognition of the otherness of Gretta, and
ultimately the gathering, rather than alienating, otherness of the dead. Through
prosopopoeia, the topography of the dead becomes the “milieu” in which both the
living and the dead tread. Prosopopoeia, briefly put, survives as an impact, an effect,
which has the merit of an electric enlightenment, of empiphanic radiance. As the
structure of the story attests to, prosopopoeia is not only the vessel, the barge, or the
isthmus, that “gathers together” the river of the living and the river of the dead, but

also the trope of maturity, of surviving dialectic.
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On the other hand, the latent threat that inhabits prosopopoeia is not so much
the alleged congealment of the living in their own death, as denying them sine die
such a constitutive ending. Prosopopoeia awakens one to the ineluctability of death,
to the promise of the end, all the while it censures the fulfillment of the end. This is
precisely the theoretical reservation that the story registers about the performative
reach of the trope. While it magnificently plots the logic of the tropological within its
structure such that death boils down, in the words of de Man, to “a linguistic
predicament” (“Autobiography” 81), the story reminds in the final analysis that the
tropological—however illuminating and enriching—is far from offering a shelter, a
cure, or even the very end (of death) that it so preciously treasures.

The strength of prosopopoeia as a trope, its performative reach on the
consciousness of the survivor, is paradoxically the locus of its frailty, of its
impossibility: it gathers us to the end and paradoxically sets us apart from it. Perhaps
prosopopoeia is ultimately, and quite oxymoronically, the force that gathers us apart
with the end. Indeed, the end of the story in which everything, including “the living
and the dead,” is levelled out by the snow such that every place looks like the next is
expressive of an unfathomable sadness not, however, over the approach of the end,
but precisely over its intractable recessiveness. The narrative insistence on the end is
not so much a signal of the end as it is a mark of its baffling absence. At the end of
the story, Gabriel, along with the reader, finds himself held in the aftermath of death,
past it, yet always without it. Such a prosopopoeic scenario is enveloped by
automourning, the affective fragmentary state in which one feels, in the words of

Hans-Jost Frey, “that everything is over except the feeling that it is over.” In other
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words, while everything seems to glide chiasmically and irresistibly towards the
end—*“falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their
last end” (Dubliners 224)—there can be “no end in sight anymore” (Frey 76). The
end is far from being fulfilled: it is only emblematically communicated in the veneer
of the white snow. Automourning is precisely the inability to find the end, or as
Nancy would have it, “a suspension in the continuum of being” (2002: 7). The danger
of automourning is that it, in the words of Hans-Jost Frey, “exposes one to the harsh
light of an ineluctable present without potentiality” (75). It is against the backdrop of
such eventuality/fatality that the strategies of transcendence and idealization of

mortal eros were after all conceived and implemented.

Henry Staten argues that “what motivates the classical project of
transcendence of mourning is the fear not of loss of object but of loss of self” (xii).
This is to say that the death of the other is, if anything, a memento mori. What the
classical project of transcendence wants to transcend is this fear of self-loss—this
very automourning that Gabriel arrives at so laboriously. I contend, however, that it
is precisely this fear of self-loss that in turn complicates the very idea of
transcendence itself, since this fear is expressive of an emergent desire that, in the
words of Staten, “would cut the knot of revulsion from organic being that fuels the
drive to transcendence” (108). This is the desire to be mourned. This is the desire that
has, curiously enough, awakened James Duffy from a transcendent into a desiring

form of loneliness. Loneliness is first presented in “A Painful Case” as a deliberate
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abstinence from libidinal attachments, in concert with his alibi for breaking up with
Emily Sinico (i.e., every bond is a bond to sorrow): “he heard the strange impersonal
voice which he recognized as his own, insisting on the soul’s incurable loneliness.
We cannot give ourselves, it said: we are our own” (Dubliners 111). By the end of
the story, however, we are confronted, much to the neglect of generations of Joycean
scholars, by loneliness as a symptom of crisis, and more particularly as a desire for
libidinal investment.

As I have argued, Duffy has gone through a prosopopoeic experience that has
eventually slid into an empiphanic apprehension of his own anomalous loneliness.
Such a transformationally generative experience has, in addition, left Duffy
truncated, defenceless in front of the anticipatory self-loss to be parried: “His life
would be lonely too until he, too, died, ceased to exist, became a memory—if anyone
remembered him” (Dubliners 116; italics mine). Beneath this elegiac anticipation of
his “ownmost” death—this structure of automourning we earlier associated with
Gabriel—we can easily discern a deeper concern about what might be called
following Adorno, Lyotard, and Derrida, “the worse than death”: “the extinction of
the very name that forbids mourning” (Work of Mourning 11). While Mrs. Sinico had
ceased to exist, she “had,” nonetheless, as Duffy himself admits, “become a memory”
(Dubliners 116). It remains, however, to be proven whether he, when dead, would
ascend to such a stage, where he would be remembered as a name reverberating in
the ear of the other, and inciting him/her to grieve. James Duffy is horrified by the

prospect that his own death might coincide with the absolute finitude (i.e., death) of
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the infinite (i.e., memory), that is, with the very extinction of his name, of his
memory, as a carrier of grief, and as a marker of both death and survival.

Mourning is, at least in psychoanalysis, the emotional response to the gap the
loss of the other leaves in the ego of the survivor. At the end of “A Painful Case,”
mourning had broken on Duffy like an unbridled tidal wave, stymieing the
prosopopoeic channels that had heretofore reunited him with Mrs. Sinico: “He began
to doubt the reality of what memory told him...He could not feel her near him in the
darkness nor her voice touch his ear” (Dubliners 117). The final feeling of loneliness
welling up inside him must be understood in tandem with the aperture the loss of
Mrs. Sinico had suddenly created in his ego. That Duffy feels bereft and lonely
attests not only to his entry into a process of auto-mourning, but also to the success of
eros in having sustained the cathectic ties to Mrs. Sinico despite Duffy’s will-to-
secession. The fissure in the ego which is occasioned by the sudden loss of Mrs.
Sinico and which foments automourning can be sutured, according to Freud, only by
means of severing the libidinal ties once and for all with Mrs. Sinico and initiating a
new alliance with a new love object. Such is what is psychoanalytically known as a
successful mourning—a mourning that always takes place at the expense of the other
whose gaps come to be filled by, as it were, another other. Although the ethical issues
involved here (and which I discuss in the fourth chapter) bulk large, what is
important for us to realize is that the affective gap opened by the loss of a love-object
will never be fully filled by the compensation that a new love object might be able to
offer. After all, while married to Gabriel, Gretta has not fully worked through the

void left in her ego by Michael Furey’s sudden disappearance. The same applies to
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Duffy in relation to Mrs. Sinico whose very name, encrypted in the droning of the
train engine, forbids the affective closure of mourning, as defined by Freud. While
Mrs. Sinico’s memory then would live as long as someone like him heard and
remembered her name, Mr. Duffy is abhorred by the prospect that, once dead,
nobody would be there to remember him/his name. Such a scenario would be for sure
“the worse than death” par excellence.

Rather than as an expression of an inability to find the end a /a Gabriel,
Duffy’s narrative of automourning unfolds as a heart-wrenching pilgrimage on the
outskirts of memory, on the possibility of surviving death, of being transformed—as
humbly as Mrs. Sinico—into a memory. This is precisely the point at which
“loneliness” as a strategy of transcending libidinal attachments is displaced by the
desire to transcend death itself, that is, Duffy’s desire to “bond” with an other, to
exteriorize his automourning, and ultimately to implicate that other in it. The
consuming loneliness he feels at the end of the story is not to be seen as “the most
obvious way for him to go back to his old habits” (Baccolini 154), but as a
cognizance of an “inner maw,” of a “void” inside (Knapp 45), and of the rebirth,
rather than the demise, of the desire for otherness.

Pouring out from an unfathomable anxiety generated by the looming threat of
extinction, automourning is at heart a plea for otomourning, a silent call destined to
fall on the keen ear of the other who would thenceforth have the duty/responsibility
to honour it. Mourning, as in Freud, “is a kind of betrayal, the second killing of the
(lost) object” (Zizek 658)—the first being the natural death, and the second would

coincide with the passing over of such a death, such a silence, into a more lethal
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silence, a silence in which no memory would be housed, nor any signs of grieving
heard. It is from within this fluid emotional continuum of mourning the loss of Mrs.
Sinico that Duffy plunges into automourning before he emerges on the plane of
desire consumed by the passion for otherness, and by the search for a form of life
after death. This desire, however, does not dare to speak its name, and takes up
refuge in silence: silently it wants to extract a promise, to contract the other and
commission him to remember his name, to hear-say his name, and to mourn sine die.
Since the veracity of autobiography, according to Derrida’s reading of
Nietzsche in The Ear of the Other, is archly dependent on the support and assistance,
and ultimately the compliance of the other to whom the signature of what is written is
entrusted, it is not hard to see almost the same procedure taking place in relation to
one’s death, and especially, in relation to one’s own mourning, the automourning that
must have always been in place since the emergence of life. And given that,
according to Derrida, the “proper name” is “the name of someone dead, or of a living
someone whom it can do without” (53), everything seems to hinge on the survival of
the proper name. One survives as a name entrusted to the (ear of the) other. This is
precisely the way Mrs. Sinico’s survival is inscribed at the end of “A Painful Case™:
through the keen ear of James Duffy who was able to hear the “laborious droning of
the train engine reiterating the syllables” of E-mi-ly Si-ni-co’s name. It comes as no
surprise, then, that Eveline and Gretta were both hurled into the abyss of sorrow
when hearing in two different chance musical performances the encryptions of the

names of their lost love objects.
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That his life might drift towards the end without the assurance that he would
be remembered afterwards (“if anyone remembered him,” p. 116), and that his death
might neither open a gap (in the ego of a love-object) nor his name forbid the closure
of that gap must have forced on Duffy not only the empiphanic recognition of his
own loneliness, but potentially the desire to transcend death by embracing, not
loathing, mortal eros, that is, by seeking to silently and secretly ensconce his name in
the landscape of an other’s memory. By virtue of being both the harbinger of absence
(death/transcendence) and presence (life/eros), the proper name might be indeed the
only thinkable time-space in which transcendent eros and mortal eros are “locked,” in

the words of Henry Staten, “in an unbreakable embrace” (xiii).



CHAPTER TWO:

The Vicissitudes of Melancholia in Freud and Joyce
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But what breaks the hold of grief except the cultivation of the
aggression that grief holds at bay against the means by which
it is held at bay?

—Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power

While the short stories that constitute Dubliners present us, as we have seen
in the previous chapter, with a wide variety of characters who have variably
experienced the pangs of loss, “The Sisters” and “A Painful Case” are unique
nonetheless in their exposition of a sequential trajectory that ranges from attachment,
loss, melancholia through to mania or suicide. If Joyce intuitively inscribed through
the character of Fr. Flynn in “The Sisters” an interactive relationship between loss,
melancholia and mania and through the character of Emily Sinico in “A Painful
Case” a similar interactive relationship between loss, melancholia and suicide,
Sigmund Freud would attempt to psychoanalytically articulate the psychic rationale
behind the regression of some melancholics into mania and the adoption by some
others of a more lethal line of flight—suicide.

This chapter seeks to expose the striking parallels between the literary
inscriptions of the turn from melancholia to mania or from melancholia to suicide in
Joyce’s stories, and the Freudian psychoanalytic exposition of the vicissitudes of
melancholia: its ultimate defusion into mania or involution into suicide. Not only will
the reconstruction of Freud’s struggle with the subject of melancholia, ever since his
first explicit report entitled “Mourning and Melancholia” (1917), enable us to better

grasp the dynamic of melancholia in relation to other psychic forces, but will also
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throw some light on the yet to be unravelled mystery of both Fr. Flynn’s mania and

Emily Sinico’s sudden suicide.
Melancholia and its Vicissitudes

Before we can square the literary inscription of melancholia in Joyce’s two
stories with the psychoanalytical arguments, analyses, and proposals offered by
Freud, we have to return again to Freud’s essay, “Mourning and Melancholia.” We
have now, however, to trace and elucidate Freud’s concept of melancholia in relation
to its originary cognate—the concept of mourning. In “Mourning and Melancholia,”
Freud distinguishes mourning from melancholia, all the while attributing both of
them to a common origin: loss. Freud contends that although both affects originate in
(a reaction to) loss, they diverge in their ways of dealing with it. While mourning is a
normal affect that is accomplished once all object-cathexes are withdrawn from the
lost object and displaced onto a new object, melancholia originates in an unfaltering
fixation on the lost object, and culminates in a regressive process of incorporating, if
not devouring, the lost other—a process which migl;t eventually enact a primary
narcissism, and which Freud suspects of a pathological disposition.

Whereas in mourning the lost object is integrated, in accordance with the
commands of the reality principle, into the texture of the psyche, in melancholia the
object is engraved within the psyche, and the cathectic ties with it are intensified
rather than relaxed. It becomes clear that melancholia enacts nothing less than a

vicissitude of normal mourning, and that Freud is perhaps justified in suspecting it of
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a pathological disposition. Yet, while Freud had never fully accounted for the waning
of the affect of melancholia after the passage of a certain period of time, he seems to
contend that the resolution of mourning cannot take place without the passage
through melancholia. “Setting up the object inside the ego,” Freud suggests in The
Ego and the Id (1923), “makes it easier for the object to be given up or renders that
process possible” (368). Thus, melancholia becomes here the condition of possibility
of mourning. This is one of the most puzzling conclusions that could be drawn from a
reading of “Mourning and Melancholia” in tandem with The Ego and the Id—a
conclusion on which Freud does not, unfortunately, linger. As I explain in my
introductory chapter, this mournful turn of melancholia cannot be clearly accounted
for since it is deeply rooted in a more ambiguous and unlocatable event—the
dissolution of the Oedipus complex. What is important for us to bear in mind,
however, is that melancholia is at the horizon of all possible mourning. This is to say,
by implication, that whenever mourning fails, it is either that the melancholic
introjection of the object has been suspended sine die or denied altogether by the
forces, namely the super-ego, that override the ego. In either case, the lost object is,
as I said above, engraved rather than integrated in the psyche. Such is loosely the
affective state (known in Freudian parlance as melancholia) whose mutation, rather
than resolution, into other neighbouring pathological forms like mania and suicide
has relentlessly garnered Freud’s analytical acumen. Being, at least provisionally, a

vicissitude of normal mourning, melancholia generates, as it were, its own

vicissitudes.
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Already in “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud alludes to the outbreak within
melancholia of what he would later baptize as the “death drive,” the drive that results
in the “overcoming of the instinct which compels every living thing to cling to life”
(254). While during the phase of libidinal approach and attachment, the ego picks up
an object, it proceeds, once the loss of that object occurs, to set it up within (the ego)
such that it provokes the anger of the critical agency operative in the ego itself (i.e.
super-ego). The act of relocating the lost object within the ego—which Freud loosely
calls “identification,” “incorporation,” or “introjection”—seems, no matter how
imperative it potentially is for the accomplishment of the work of mourning, to be at
the origin of whatever misfortune that would later befall the whole organism. It is,
after all, allegedly suspected of being at the origin of the “cleavage between the
critical activity of the ego and the ego as altered by identification” (“Mourning and
Melancholia” 257-58).

In The Ego and the Id, Freud elucidates how this act of incorporation of the
lost object within the ego occurs: the ego fraudulently “assumes the features of [the
lost] object” (EI 369) and forces itself upon the id as its (lost/regained) love-object in
such a manner as to hijack and introvert the outward emittance of the id’s entire
libido. Such an illicit undertaking by the ego, while being “the sole condition under
which the id can give up its objects” (Ego and the Id 368), is of grave consequences:
it tosses the whole organism on the verge of a lethal conflict between the ego and the
critical agency (or, the super-ego)—a conflict in which the super-ego might resort to
drive the ego into its own death “if the latter does not fend off its tyrant in time by the

change round into mania” (394).
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While the loss of a given object-libido is inevitable, survival in the aftermath
hinges undoubtedly on the psychic wherewithal of the individual organism of each
mourner. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud makes it patently clear that
the more a living organism is stimulated into affective attachments, the more it
becomes capable of both dealing with (libidinal) stimuli and shielding itself against
their loss once they are hyper-cathected. In Freud’s parlance, an individual system
that is highly cathected implies, by the same token, that it is highly effective not only
in moderating and managing the inflowing stimuli, but also in subduing the intrusive
(libidinal) stimuli by converting them into what Freud calls, after Breuer, “quiescent
cathexis” (“Mourning and Melancholia” 298). In this regard, Freud postulates that “a
system which is itself highly cathected is capable of taking up an additional stream of
fresh inflowing energy and of converting it into quiescent cathexis, that is, of binding
it psychically” (Beyond the Pleasure Principle 302). Following these insightful
remarks, one might conclude that melancholia strikes harder in individuals whose
affective systems are lowly cathected. “The higher the system’s own quiescent
cathexis,” as Freud points out, “the greater seems to be its ‘binding’ force;
conversely, therefore, the lower its cathexis, the less capacity will it have for taking
up inflowing energy and the more violent must be the consequences of such a breach
in the protective shield against stimuli” (302).

Shielding against inflowing libidinal stimuli proceeds by hosting any libidinal
cathexes before, as it were, lulling them to sleep. This is, however, neither the
affective strategy of Fr. Flynn whose attachment to the priesthood prompts him to

transcend any stimulus that smacks of eros, nor is it, for that matter, the pragmatic
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strategy of Emily Sinico who was doomed “to sing to empty benches” (Dubliners
109) after having been cold-heartedly excluded from her husband’s “gallery of
pleasures” (110). Actually, by virtue of multiplying and diversifying his love-objects,
her husband managed to reduce her to the level of a “quiescent cathexis,” an
ineffectual element in the gallery of his inflowing stimuli and outflowing libidinal
attachments. Consequently, while her husband accumulated the psychic resources
whereby he would keep afloat within the potential storms that her death might
provoke, she was not exposed to as much cathectic stimuli and libidinal exchange as
would enable her to fend off the effects on her mind of the inimical stimuli that
would stem from the break of her illicit romance with James Duffy.

Both Fr. Flynn and Emily Sinico are, by virtue of their low systems of
cathexes, incapable of hosting new inflowing stimuli, let alone the strong and
unpleasurable stimuli which might force themselves easily through their frail
protective shields, thus producing, as Freud goes on to surmise (Beyond the Pleasure
Principle 303), grave impacts on their mental organs. While some stimuli, like the
blandishments of eros, provoke pleasure, some others, say the loss of an object-
libido, provoke pain, mourning, or melancholia whose vicissitudinal thrust toward
death—unless twisted along the round path of mania—culminates in suicide. While
the former scenario pertains, I shall argue, to Fr. Flynn whose melancholy sadness
and self-incriminating guilt following the loss of his holy vase have pressed him
toward death until he took the circuitous route of mania, the latter pertains to Emily
Sinico whose affective system is so lowly cathected that it lethally fell apart

following the break of her amorous affair with James Duffy. In sum, “Owing to their
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low cathexis those systems are not,” to adopt Freud’s own words, “in a good position
for binding the inflowing amounts of excitation and the consequences of the breach

in the protective shield follow all the more easily” (303).

Fr. Flynn’s Melancholia—A Change round into Mania

Bearing the above theoretical concerns in mind, let us probe more closely the
affective conditions of Fr. Flynn and Emily Sinico after the crises of loss that have
beset both of them. Seeking to offer primarily a reading that traces the narrative
inscriptions of melancholia in the two Dubliners’s stories, I will try to carve out my
argument in the hinge between object-cathecting, loss, and the onset of melancholia
and its vicissitudes. Precisely, by invoking the work of Freud, I will try to place the
emphasis on what emerges, especially in the case of Fr. Flynn and Emily Sinico, as a
structural incompetence, a constitutive inability to bind the mobile cathexes that
threaten to dislodge their defensive systems altogether.

In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud insists that the “Protection against
stimuli is an almost more important function than reception of stimuli” (299; original
italics). By virtue of being a priest, Fr. Flynn is himself already entrenched in a
strategy of protection and forearmament against inflowing libidinal stimuli. As Henry
Staten has shown in Eros in Mourning, Christianity, much like Platonism and
Stoicism, among others, is predicated on an ideology of sublimation and
transcendence of mortal eros. Transcendence is a mode of coming to terms with the

temporal presence of a loved object flawed by mortality, that is, by the solid absence
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building in the horizon of its immediate presence. Transcendence is, in Staten’s
words, “a matter of learning how to extract one’s libidinal substance from the mortal
or losable objects in which it could be trapped” (5). In this respect, Fr. Flynn, is, as is
potentially the case with any priest, involved in the askesis or praxis of foreclosure or
desexualization of every inflowing or outflowing libidinal stimulus.

Invested in the Platonic-Stoic-Christian strategies of idealization and
transcendence, which exhort him to nip eros at the very moment of its inception, Fr.
Flynn has neither been able to host any inflowing stimulus nor to foster a system of
high cathexis, that is, a system which would enable him to convert efficiently, and by
virtue of constant exposure, any mobile cathexis into a quiescent one. Yet, while he
denies himself, following the commandments of the priesthood, any libidinal
attachment, Fr. Flynn lavishes his desexualized libido on the ladder of transcendence,
or the imago of priesthood—the chalice. And while he is armored against libidinal
attachments by the chalice (which condenses metonymically his life-task: the
commitment to the priesthood), he is not armored against the possible break of that
very chalice. Fr. Flynn had never painted the loss of his chalice such that he was
hurled into the abyss of infinite sorrow at the moment of its loss.

When long before his death Fr. Flynn had reiterated to the boy-narrator that
he was “not long for this world” (Dubliners 9; original italics), he was certainly
spurred by the consoling idea of a better life in the hereafter. In the wake of the loss
of his chalice, however, such an aspiration came to be undercut by a sweeping sense
of disappointment, frustration, and hopelessness as if such a loss had brought in its

trail the closure of the horizon the chalice first stretched open. In other words, the
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conciliatory narrative of automourning that Fr. Flynn was wont to share with the boy
gave way, following the breaking of the chalice, to a lethal narrative of melancholy
sadness whose “deadly work” (9) had a bearing on the well-being of his whole
mental organism. Here, while I agree with Donald T. Torchiana that Fr. Flynn died a
natural death, that neither paresis nor syphilis—but the breaking of the chalice—was
at the origin of his crisis, I nonetheless disagree, as will become clear in due course,
with his conclusion that there was actually nothing wrong with Fr. Flynn (29). The
inability to accomplish the ritualistic task of mourning is precisely, I shall argue,
what is wrong with Fr. Flynn. Such inability, compounded with his total surrender to
self-manufactured guilt, has eventually factored out the role of the life instincts. Of
course, I am not here suggesting that the task of mourning qua mourning can be
fulfilled; rather, I am exploring the degrees of its fulfilment, or, more precisely, the
extent to which one can acquire the psychic wherewithal required for its fulfilment or
the psychic wherewithal required in defence against its excesses.

While Fr. Flynn must have compromised his mortality by his devotion to the
priesthood and, by implication, by his aspiration to a life-to-come, the breaking of the
chalice has proven too overwhelming to brook any compromise. As his sister, Eliza,
informs us in a very emphatic manner, it is the breaking of the chalice that
instantiated a turning point in Fr. Flynn’s erstwhile effective strategy of idealization
and transcendence: “It was that chalice he broke... That was the beginning of it. Of
course, they say it was all right, that it contained nothing, I mean. But still....They
say it was the boy’s fault. But, poor James was nervous” (Dubliners 17; italics mine).

“The Sisters,” presents us thus with a controversial breaking of a chalice (and
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implicitly of its consecration), which, though reparable, is perceived by Fr. Flynn as a
grave blunder, for which he has to suffer interminable grief.

As a sign of commitment to the priesthood, the chalice belongs normally to a
system of symbolic exchange and reparation: unless it has become unserviceable, it
can be—as the text of the story itself implies—repaired, regilded, and eventually
reconsecrated without complications. But as a singular and ideal object—ideal in
satisfying, that is, the needs of sublimated sexual instincts—the chalice cannot
probably be placed within an economic system of circulation and exchange of
objects-cathexes. Since Eliza establishes a firm connection between the breaking of
the chalice and the onset of Fr. Flynn’s crisis, I am inclined to think that the chalice is
an ideal object that condenses the economy of priesthood (i.e., Fr Flynn’s life-task),
and as such its loss pertains to the uncompromisable par excellence. As Freud
intimates in “Mourning and Melancholia,” the loss of an ideal object is hardly
amenable to the conciliatory work of mourning. What muddy the waters are the
associative and connotative implications such a loss conjures up. Such implications
are not dissociable from the sedimentations of the socio-religious networks of
inhibitions or from the neighbouring fountainheads of guilt that architecture the
psyche. In this regard, I will show how Fr. Flynn’s hermeneutic uncertainty, for
instance, over whether he had committed a sin when he broke the chalice has served
to intensify his sense of having committed it, and has thus down-spouted as guilt.
This phenomenon (which, following psychiatry, one might easily call a guilt
complex) is not at all restricted to Fr. Flynn but extends to n'lany other Dubliners such

as Eveline, Mrs. Sinico, as well as Gretta, and shows with a remarkable clarity how
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something untruthful and in excess of reality, something that contains de facto no
guilt at all, comes to burden the mind of its creator, and at length to put his/her
psychological makeup in total disarray.

This seems to me one of the strong aspects of paralysis in Dubliners. Feeding
primarily on a persisting sense of guilt, this paralysis translates as a self-ordained
punishment, a warranty to self-indictment. In psychoanalytic terms, this paralysis
might be understood as the upshot of the inacceptance of loss, and especially of the
conversion of loss into absence. In this respect, the loss of the chalice is not perceived
by Fr. Flynn as a loss that can be adequately addressed by the various techniques of
reparation the church (as also exemplified by Father O’Rourke) makes available, but
as a loss that brooks no reparation, and that comes ultimately to lay bare his, as it
were, originary sinfulness. The loss of the chalice translates as a loss of the
priesthood, which is subsequently converted into an absence of the good, an absence
of hope: “There was no hope for him this time” (D 9).

Dominick LaCapra has recently cautioned against the rampancy of psychic
apparatuses that tend unwittingly to convert suffered losses into constitutive
absences. “When loss,” LaCapra points out, “is converted into (or encrypted in an
indiscriminately generalized rhetoric of) absence, one faces the impasse of endless
melancholy, impossible mourning, and interminable aporia in which any process of
working through the past and its historical losses is foreclosed or prematurely
aborted” (698). Joyce multiplies the adjectives that attest not only to Fr. Flynn’s
guilt-stricken conscience, but also to his envelopment in an overall discourse of

absence: Fr. Flynn is described as “too scrupulous always,” “crossed,”
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“disappointed,” and “nervous” (Dubliners 17). The fact that Fr. Flynn’s description
of the “duties of the priest towards the Eucharist and towards the confessional” struck
the boy as so grave that he “wondered how anybody had ever the courage to
undertake them” (13) bears witness to the presence in Fr. Flynn’s mind of aspects of
what LaCapra calls an “all-or-nothing” tendency—a tendency that hardly tolerates
the role of intermediary or transitional processes such as those afforded by the work
of mourning (717). Evidentially, Fr. Flynn’s mind is structured in such a manner as to
hardly paint any possible reparation for a given transgression (here, the breaking of
the chalice) of his duties towards the Eucharist.

The perception of the loss of the chalice as an instance of the absence of hope
forecloses prematurely any potential prospect for recovery. It thus coincides with the
onset of melancholia—an affective process whereby the ego tries to refurbish its
habitat and take control of a runaway psychic apparatus. As demonstrated earlier, the
ego has no choice but to counterfeit the lost object so as to re-channel the id’s
outward emittance of (desexualized) libido—an action which comes to further excite
the anger of an already furious super-ego.

According to Freud, the roots of the super-ego or ego-ideal strike deep in the
Oedipus complex and relate to the ego’s primal identification with the parents.
Moreover, the super-ego, Freud intimates, stands as well for the social and moral
agencies whose influences and effects are infused in the child’s mind during the early
years of his development. In this regard, what is puzzling about Fr. Flynn’s alleged
sin of breaking the chalice is that, while belittled by the ecclesiastical authorities (that

is, by those who partially stand for Freud’s “super-ego”), it is stubbornly maintained



92

by Fr. Flynn himself. Even if we see Fr. Flynn, from a now common Foucaultian
perspective, as an extensive agent of the brokered socio-religious structures that have
informed his psychic makeup, we cannot fail to note the excesses of his auto-
surveillance and the ways in which his turn against his ego override the ostentatious
expectations of the visible ecclesiastical authorities by which such a turn (against his
ego) is enabled in the first place. In other words, Fr Flynn has reacted inversely to the
socio-religious attempts (that the likes of Father O’Rouke have undertaken) to
detoxify him from the exorbitant sense of guilt with which his
consciousness/conscience is suffused. Such attempts served, as a matter of fact, only
to produce in him an exacerbation of his illness, as if the need for illness had gained
the upper hand. He exhibits what Freud technically refers to in The Ego and the Id as
a “negative therapeutic reaction” (390). Fr. Flynn is his own “harsh taskmaster”
(393).

Through Fr. Flynn, Joyce seems to me to illustrate a crisis in the Christian
strategies of transcendence of mortal eros. By virtue of being a priest, Fr. Flynn is
undoubtedly entitled to emit only a desexualized form of eros. His bond to the chalice
is a means to an “eternal reward,” as the boy’s Aunt put it (Dubliners 16). Yet
transcendent as it is, this strategy is vulnerable to the disturbances instantiated by the
break and loss of the symbolic ladder of transcendence: the chalice. Once disturbed,
the bond between the priest and his chalice—a bond that makes possible the economy
of erotic transcendence—brings the priest into an impasse, and hurls him back into

the abyss of grief which he first attempted to bypass through distanciation and
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sublimation. “It was that chalice he broke,” Eliza remarks, and she adds, “That was
the beginning of it...That affected his mind” (17, italics mine).

Bereft of the enabling transcending power of his chalice, Fr. Flynn is
relocated into a structure in which he is vulnerable to, rather than unencumbered by,
the outbreaks of grief. Such an insurgent structure asks of him to renegotiate his
relation with the lost chalice in terms of the affective closure afforded by the work of
mourning. However, the last image of the priest “lying still in his coffin...solemn and
truculent in death, an idle chalice on his breast” (Dubliners 18;-italics mine), though
sealed in mystery, implies that the priest had not really been able to work through the
emotional wreck in which he was driven soon after the break of his holy vase.

How can we interpret the presence of an idle chalice on the breast of a
coffined priest? Although this might simply be a mnemonic reference to the time
when priests used to be buried with their emblematic objects, there is ample evidence
to read it otherwise: as a symptom of Fr. Flynn’s melancholia whose vicissitudinal
drive towards death (“/ am not long for this world”) was subsequently countered by a
change round into mania. To start with, I suggest that the presence of an idle chalice
on the priest’s breast attests to his utter failure to accomplish the work of mourning
since he has, rather than detached and reattached his desexualized cathexes,
perseveringly maintained the affective ties with the broken chalice. This
interpretation doesn’t of course obtain unless we assume that the chalice that is now
on his breast is not a new vessel, but the very same chalice he broke. The
qualification of the chalice as “idle” (i.e. unserviceable) lends credence to such an

assumption. Moreover, the fact that Joyce had himself settled on putting “chalice”™—
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after he had formerly, in the Homestead version of the story (Dubliners 243), opted
for “cross”—on the priest’s breast implies that he had reviewed the tragic story of Fr.
Flynn in such a manner as to center its origin around a single object: the chalice.

In melancholia, the lost object is, rather than abandoned, incorporated within
the psyche. Indeed, it is the ego itself which dissembles the lost object, so as to exhort
the id to direct its libido toward it, initiating thus a process that Freud conceptualized
as a regression to infantile narcissism. Such a process provokes, Freud goes on to
argue, the wrath of the super-ego, the agency which had hosted the id’s first libidinal
expedition and had ever since stood apart from, and quite at loggerheads with, the
ego. Feeling usurped, the super-ego exacts its revenge on the ego by inflicting it with
guilt, if not thrusting it into death altogether. It requires no lengthy argument to stress
Fr. Flynn’s devastation by guilt after he broke the chalice: his nervosity, along with
his withdrawal from society into his confession-box, is both a symptom and an effect
of his overwhelming sense of guilt. In other words, the symptom of Fr. Flynn’s guilt
is inseparable from its manic re-turn as self-contented laughter (Dubliners 18). This
manic re-turn, moreover, while attesting to the operative transposition of undue guilt,
is symptomatic of aborted suicidal intents. The melancholic, guilt-pressured drive
toward death defuses into the horizon of mania. After all, the Hamletian death-wish
expressed at the very beginning of the story (“I am not long for this world”) tallies
perfectly well with Freud’s psychoanalytic reconstruction of the turn in some psychic
apparatuses from melancholia, in which the super-ego becomes potentially “a kind of

gathering place for the death-instinct™ (Ego and Id 395), into mania, in which the ego
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seems to unwittingly compromise its mental functioning in order not only to throw
off the object but especially to occlude the destruction of the whole organism.

To better understand Fr. Flynn’s slippage into mania as a counterthrust to the
super-ego’s drive towards death, let us quote at length from The Ego and the Id:

If we turn to melancholia first, we find that the excessively strong
super-ego which has obtained a hold upon consciousness rages against
the ego with merciless violence...we should say that the destructive
component had entrenched itself in the super-ego and turned against
the ego. What is now holding sway in the super-ego is, as it were, a
pure culture of the death instinct, and in fact it often enough succeeds
in driving the ego into death, if the latter does not fend off its tyrant in
time by the change round into mania. (EI 394, italics mine)
While in the Homestead version of the story Fr. Flynn is commonly described as
mad, it is not hard to glean signs of his mania in the present, drastically revised story:
his moping, wanderings, and hysteric or soft laughs (as when in his confession-box)
are symptomatic enough of his “change round into mania.”

Insofar as mania shelters the ego from the otherwise exigent self-annulment,
it might be a price willingly paid in order to steer clear from the deadly embrace of
the lost object, embodied in the workings of the conscientious super-ego. Yet,
although thrown off, the object remains close by, flung on the chest of the priest
while he is “lying still in his coffin...solemn and truculent in death” (Dubliners 18).
As Judith Butler suggests, “Mania marks a temporary suspension or mastering of the
tyrant by the ego, but the tyrant remains structurally ensconced for that psyche—and
unknowable” (Psychic Life of Power 191-2). Mania emerges as an aggressive turn
not only against the object but potentially against the socio-religious outposts

congealed in the psyche, and serving to incriminate the ego under the banner of the

object. Such mania remains, however, easier recognized than analyzed. The present
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attempt to relate it to melancholia and to Freud’s metapsychological studies of the
interactive relations between melancholia and the death instinct helps to bring to the
limelight the mental side of Fr. Flynn’s paralysis, especially that most Joyceans have
only drawn our attention to the physical or syphilic side of that paralysis.

In sum, although amounting to no more than a ghostly presence in the whole
story, Fr. Flynn’s character—insofar as “character” is a function of the ego’s object
cathexes (Freud Ego and Id)y—is quite complex. The turn into mania as a retaliatory
and defensive tactic against the thrust of the super-ego towards death remains one of
the clear tasks that Fr. Flynn’s ego managed to accomplish in time before it was
eventually swept by natural death. Such a task proves especially wanting in the case
of Mrs. Sinico whose melancholically-driven suicidal behavior after the shipwreck of
her amorous cruise with Duffy attests to her submission to her harsh taskmaster, the

superego, the “gathering place for the death-instinct,” as Freud calls it (Ego and Id

395).

Emily Sinico’s Melancholia—A Turn round upon the Ego

Unlike Fr. Flynn whose commitment to the priesthood had enabled him to
transcend carnal desires, Mrs. Sinico is a married woman expulsed from her
husband’s “gallery of pleasures” (D 110). Although she has an institutionalized right
to satisfy her sexual desires, such a right is hardly respected by the conjugation—
marriage—that is supposed to grant it. While the story is partly about an aberrant
marriage, it is in a more emphatic manner a critique of the premises of the

constitution of marriage itself—a critique of the social disciplining of sexual desire.
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Emily Sinico’s case is painful not only because her desire is of a kind that dares not
speak its name, but precisely because her grief must remain unresolved in view of the
social and familial contestation with which it would have been met were it to be
expressed on the cultural and social spheres. Both harboring an adulterous desire and
failing so utterly to fulfill it, leave Emily Sinico in a position where she has not only
to mourn the loss of her love-object (James Duffy) and work through the dams of
shame and guilt nursed and solidified by her adulterous intent but especially to do so
under the duress of loneliness, deprived of the potential solidarity of an empathic
witness.

Yet since the accomplishment of the task of mourning hinges crucially on the
very externalization and exposition of her guilt, that is, on the public avowal of her
loss of a proscribed desire, neither was Emily Sinico able to accomplish mourning
and sever the ties with the lost-object nor was she capable of circling the downspout
of guilt, enacted by the fixation on the object. This is especially so because Emily
Sinico’s psychic apparatus is, after all, marked by a lack of skilful manoeuvrability of
inflowing unpleasurable stimuli. As I suggested earlier, insofar as a psychic apparatus
is not adept in binding mobile stimuli, its protective shield remains prone to dissolve
with sudden swiftness once an onslaught from the external world falls on its cortical
layer. Silent about her love, silent about her grief, and fixated on her lost object while
devastated by inflowing inimical stimuli, Emily Sinico’s ego becomes a battlefield
between the representative of the super moral codes (the super-ego, the patrolling
agency within the ego, precipitated and infused since its inception by social

sanctioning) and the representative of the desire to love and to be loved (the ego as



98

modified by the identification with the lost love-object). The lower an individual’s
psyche is cathected, the slower its convertibility rate of unpleasurable stimuli from a
state of mobility into one of quiescence, and thus the more susceptible it is to the
chidings of the super-ego, the precipitate of the socio-cultural codes. Although its
management of stimuli leaves a lot to be desired, a lowly-cathected system is not,
curiously enough, as economized in its erotic adventures as a highly-cathected one.
Emily Sinico is a case in point.

A close look at the tropological structure in which Emily Sinico is represented
enables us to better grasp the ways in which her case is truly painful. Mrs. Sinico is
described as a receptacle (“oval face,” p. 109), an earthly “warm soil” (p. 111), and
as an introjective and transformational force (“she emotionalized [Duffy’s] mental
life,” p. 111). In his Final Contributions to the Problems and Methods of
Psychoanalysis, Sandor Ferenczi defines introjection as an “extension to the external
world of the original autoerotic interests, by including its objects in the ego” (316,
italics mine). In other words, introjection is the process whereby libidinally charged
objects are gradually included within the ego, thus enlarging and enriching it. In their
re-appropriation of Ferenczi’s concept of introjection, Abraham and Torok trace it
back to the very early stages of childhood and to the child’s entry into language,
arguing that it parallels normal biological growth, in that it constantly engages the
individual into assimilating and accommodating new and emerging desires. More
precisely, “introjection operates,” Maria Torok suggests, “like a genuine instinct”

(“Illness of Mourning” 113). Insofar as it sets in motion the whole psychic apparatus,
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introjection is, in the words of Nicolas Rand, “the driving force of psychic life in its
entirety” (80).

It requires no lengthy argument to stress the profound schism between the
strategies of introjection, pertaining to Emily Sinico, and those of transcendence of
mortal eros, pertaining to Fr Flynn. No other case in Dubliners, however, resembles
Mrs. Sinico’s, neither in terms of the potential for libidinal expansion and
introjection, nor in terms of the degree of frustration with which these genuine
-instincts are rebuked. Unshielded against the ravages of desire and unequipped with
the introjective psycho-tactics of binding mobile stimuli, Mrs. Sinico’s story unfolds
as a relentless thrust into the abyss of sorrow. The bottom fell out of her world when
Duffy recoiled in front of her desire for him. Such an end is, as I shall demonstrate,
hastened by the illicit nature of her affair with Duffy, and as such by the cultural and
social as well as psychic impossibility to articulate and grieve it sufficiently as to
block the downspout of melancholia or to hijack the thrust of the destructive forces
gathering within her (super-ego) by a change round into mania, if not by a discharge
of aggression from the “psychical sphere” into the “motor sphere,” (i.e., the world
outside the self) (Freud “Remembering, Repeating, Working-Through”).

Judging from her behaviour—intemperate habits, addiction to alcohol,
crossing the railway lines late at night from platform to platform (Dubliners 112-
13}—one can conjecture that Mrs. Sinico’s life has come to be profoundly scarred by
her short foray into the doomed adulterous affair with Duffy. Rather than harkening
to the reality principle and severing the affective ties with James Duffy, her object-

libido, Mrs. Sinico stubbornly proceeds to forcefully “incorporate” the lost-object,
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James Duffy, within her ego and thereby to fantasize about introjecting the desires
that that object failed to mediate, not realizing throughout the whole procedure that
she was but singing “to empty benches” (Dubliners 109). This is all the more so
since, being a married woman, Mrs. Sinico’s extramarital desire is proscribed, and
cannot therefore be worked- or lived-through by means of a homeopathic or public
expression of grief, which is deemed crucial for its relative success. The desire to
grieve, which is also a token of love, must therefore be thwarted by means of a
magical manoeuvre—the secret incorporation of the lost object within the contours of
the ego. As Maria Torok argues, “The ultimate aim of incorporation is to recover, in
secret and through magic, an object that, for one reason or another, evaded its own
function: mediating the introjection of desires” (“The Iliness of Mourning” 114;
italics mine).

Disregarding the various strategies of encryption with which Abraham and
Torok burden it, what is important for us to retain from this definition of
incorporation is its structural affinity with Freud’s concept of melancholia. In other
words, while introjection, understood as a process of egoic broadening and
expansion, amounts to Freud’s version of an achieved mourning, understood as a
process of de-attachment from an object and re-attachment with an other,
incorporation as the fantasy of ingesting the lost love-object resembles Freud’s
conceptualization of melancholia: the ambivalent but sustained struggle in the ego
between the forces that want to abandon the lost object and the other forces that want
to force it, at whatever cost, within the ego (“Mourning and Melancholia” 258). At

length, even Torok’s description of incorporation as an “illegal” (114) procedure is in
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tune with Freud’s account of the ego’s cunning methods of recovering the lost object,
of which melancholia is at once an initiatory force and an effect.

The melancholic is governed by the ego-poetics of simulacra, of feigning to
possess what it does not, and thus brings a measure of entropy and chaos on the
otherwise intact distinction between reality (truthfulness) and fantasy (falsehood).
This is all the more so in the case of someone whose system or living organism is not
proficient in hosting and then binding mobile cathexes. Indeed, the whole emotional
enterprise beckoning at Duffy and Sinico was so novel to their impoverished and
lowly cathected systems that neither of them was able to sense or feel any uneasiness
about it (prior to the time) when “their thoughts entangled” (Dubliners 111). As the
narrator of “A Painful Case” remarks sarcastically: “Neither he nor she had any such
adventure before and neither was conscious of any incongruity” (Dubliners 110;
italics mine). Yet, while James Duffy seems to have been cognizant with his lowly-
cathected system and has therefore opted for a strategy of preemption of any out-
flowing and introjective stimuli, Emily Sinico did not, by virtue of her introjective
nature, have the qualifications necessary for the implementation of such an affective
policy.

Unimmersed in the waters of philosophic stoicism and unprepared to
transcend any beckoning emotional bond, Emily Sinico is not as well-placed to
compromise an affective knot by recourse to a Platonic or Stoic thought as James
Duffy whose initial argument holds that “every bond...is a bond to sorrow”
(Dubliners 112). Emily Sinico is but a crude introjective force. Since in lowly-

cathected systems the management of grief starts, as James Duffy is well aware of, at
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the moment of inception of eros (which must accordingly be undermined by a
symmetrical procedure of attenuation and sublimation), it must therefore be, as Staten
rightly surmises, “too late to master mourning once the loved object is lost” (10). In
other words, mourning emerges as the condition of possibility of eros, where, as a
rule, the one fuses in the horizon of the other. To master mourning, one must
therefore give a wide berth to the temptation of eros, but once eros has taken root, it
becomes quite impossible to obviate the outbreak of mourning. While James Duffy
managed to extract his substance from the entrapments of eros, Emily Sinico was
already captive to the lure of eros such that when she heard Duffy’s verdict, she was
swept by sorrow, and collapsed (Dubliners 112).

Since the process of libidinal introjection in which she had been absorbed was
suspended sine die, Emily Sinico was led—rather than to renounce the object—to
maintain the affective bridges with it. In a lowly cathected organism, the ego,
devastated by the sudden disappearance of the object, falls all too easily prey to the
incorporative and reparative magic of melancholia. Relying on its plasticity and
histrionic gifts, the ego thus proceeds to counterfeit and substitute the lost object in
order to introvert the attention of the id, and hence the outflow of the otherwise
runaway cathexes. Being positioned “midway between the id and reality,” the ego,
Freud propounds, “only too often yields to the temptation to become sycophantic,
opportunist and lying, like a politician who sees the truth but wants to keep his place
in popular favour” (Ego and Id 398). The incorporation of the object, or the
identification with it, does not take place prior to the object loss of which it is an

effect. It is, however, incorporation, not object loss, that instantiates a bifurcation
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within the brokered relations of the ego. In this regard, the super-moral super-ego
unleashes its aggressive potential on the cowering and cunning ego, obliging it either
to renounce the object or to face death.

In the wake of this sadistic side of the special agency in the ego (i.e. the
super-ego), Emily Sinico’s psyche becomes the battleground of two contending
forces, the one (the ego) seeks to host the id’s libido after the loss of the object, the
other (the super-ego) seeks to counter boldly and coercively such an illicit
readjustment. As Freud had shown, the super-ego is “not simply a residue of the
earliest object-choices of the id; it also represents an energetic reaction-formation
against those choices” (Ego and Id 373-74; italics mine). In other words, while the
super-ego is an extension of such figures as the parents, teachers, heroes, and any
other self-chosen figures, it becomes—once the resolution of the Oedipus complex
has taken place—quite autonomous in its object-choices, thus constraining the
otherwise duplicative adventures of the ego. Moreover, unlike the ego which when it
succumbs to the thrill and magic of incorporation loses sight of reality, the super-ego
is very acute to the laws of the reality principle, including the socio-religious norms,
and does not hesitate to use those laws to instil in the ego a pressing sense of guilt.
Indeed, Freud describes the super-ego as the “germ from which all religions have
evolved”: it can hardly be localized, but it “answers to everything that is expected of
the higher nature of man” (Ego and Id 376). What does not pertain to the higher

nature of man is therefore experienced by the subject as pangs of conscience or as a

harrowing sense of guilt.
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The sadistic turn of the super-ego against the ego gains more momentum the
more feelings of frustration, disappointment, and erotic vengeance are not given
utterance or denied outward expression—especially when “a cultural suppression of
the instincts,” as Freud suggests in “The Economic Problem of Masochism™ (1924),
“holds back a large part of the subject’s destructive instinctual components from
being exercised in life” (425; original italics). As I have intimated earlier, the
painfulness of Emily Sinico’s case stems primarily from the fact that both her love
and her grief are proscribed and must therefore remain closeted and socio-culturally
unacknowledged. Few things are more tragic than the loss of a love in a culture
marked by a lack of the adequate conventions that would otherwise acknowledge
such a loss and thereby warrant the homeopathic performance of grief necessary for
its reparation. As Judith Butler expounds, in a not so dissimilar context, “Insofar as
the grief remains unspeakable, the rage over the loss can redouble by virtue of
remaining unavowed. And if that rage is publically proscribed, the melancholic
effects of such a proscription can achieve suicidal proportions” (Psychic 148). The
preponderance in Mrs. Sinico of a melancholic disposition, neither buffered by an
outward discharge of grief or aggression nor defused by any social form of solidarity
and empathy, must therefore effectuate an inward turn against the ego.

While Emily Sinico can be said to have finally, and by means of her very
suicide, assumed an active part in her destiny and exacted erotic vengeance on James
Duffy (who will thenceforth have not only, as we have seen in the previous chapter,
to grieve her death, but also to suffer the guilt emanating from the suspicion of

having caused such a death), she has not prior to that final act undertaken any similar
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acts although the need—disregarding whether it is socio-culturally legitimate or
not—for such acts has certainly presented itself. The need, in other words, to inflict
on Duffy as much pain as suffered because of his cowering recoil into his world of
exquisite loneliness has been denied concretization, and must have therefore
coalesced into an alliance with the super-ego in its assault against the ego. What has
been barred from outward vindictive expression must ultimately refract or return as
self-indictment. Establishing a zero-sum relation between the outward and the inward
expressions of aggression, Freud intones that “the more a man controls his
aggressiveness, the more intense becomes his ideal’s inclination to aggressiveness
against his ego. It is like a displacement, a turning round upon his own ego” (Ego
and Id 396; italics mine).

Bit by bit, we begin to grasp the psychic rationale behind Emily Sinico’s
aggressive u-turn against her ego. I have yet to account for her ego’s unwitting
masochistic turn on itself. When the sadistic raids of the super-ego are bolstered by
the suppressed need of the ego for vindictive violence, the ego is left with no
alternative but to fight back against the assault. In its retaliatory frenzy, the ego
might, however, take a step whereby it unwittingly supplements the sadism of the
super-ego, and thus speeds up the process of its own diminishment. In this regard,
Emily Sinico’s intemperate habits such as “crossing the lines late at night from
platform to platform” (Dubliners 114) or “going out at night to buy spirits” (115) can
be read not only as effects of the evasion-reflex and as defensive measures against
the persecution of the super-ego, but especially as unwitting masochistic

contrivances. Thus, the sadism of the super-ego, which expresses itself through the
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whips of conscience, is inadvertently supplemented, in the very process of being
countered, by the flight-reflex of the ego into alcoholism and all other anti-depressive
methods, including crossing the lines late at night, which would eventually bring
about its death. At length, “The sadism of the super-ego and the masochism of the
ego supplement each other and unite to produce the same effects” (“Economic
Problem of Masochism™ 425). Deserted by all protective forces, strolling in the
deathly stillness of exquisite isolation, and deceived by its own contrapuntal
manoeuvres, “the ego,” in the words of Freud, “gives itself up,” that is, “lets itself
die” (Ego and Id 400).

Because all forces have contrived against her, Emily Sinico dies even though
“The injuries she had were not sufficient to have caused death in a normal person”
(Dubliners 114). The need for self-annihilation has, in other words, gained the upper
hand. The aggression that should have found utterance against James Duffy and, by
implication, against the socio-cultural mores that regulate desire and the mourning of
desire is rerouted against her own ego. Nothing “breaks,” as Butler rhetorically
implies, “the hold of grief except the cultivation of the aggression that grief holds at
bay against the means by which it is held at bay” (162). In this respect, only erotic
vengeance against Duffy would have broken the lethal hold that Emily Sinico’s
impossible grief has laid on her psychic apparatus. Only an unashamed and public
expression of her grief—be it manically or hysterically driven—would have enabled
her to survive the abysmal onslaughts of conscience. The difference between Fr
Flynn’s case and that of Emily Sinico proves that only mania has the leverage to

resolve and mediate the conflict between the ego and the super-ego, of which
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melancholia is both an effect and a driving force. Yet, can we not discern underneath
Emily Sinico’s suicide the contours of a strategy of posthumous vengeance,

especially against James Duffy who is now himself overwhelmed by the guilt

stemming from the suspicion of having had a hand in such a tragic end?



CHAPTER THREE:
Still Harping on her Mother:
Kincaid’s Identific(a)tions and the (Ab)uses of Mnemosyne
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No later undoing will undo the first undoing.

—Joyce

Who would mourn were there nothing to be remembered?' What follows is
an attempt to work through the manifest rhetoricity of this question by illuminating,
in variable depths, two of its concomitant latencies, two possible ways of taking stock
of its otherwise mystifying structure. The question Who would mourn were there
nothing to be remembered? is formulated thus, not to ask after the one who would—
in a pathetic and unpitiful style of vicarious victimhood or willy-nilly sense of
martyrdom—wear a disposition to mourning, but to ask (1) after the one who
engages deliberately in a process of remembrance, as it were, of things past in the
name of mourning, only to discover that remembrance tightens, rather than relaxes,
the hold of mourning, and (2) after the one who lays a claim to loss, to remembrance
and, ultimately, to mourning there where, historically speaking, there is indeed a
nothing to be remembered, that is, there where, in the words of Spivak, there is “no
historically adequate referent” for the sake of which remembrance and mourning are
undertaken, only a “catachrestic” stir (Qutside 60). Here, I shall demonstrate how the
affect of mourning originates in an insistent identification with an allegedly lost
object whose identification, or location in narrative historiography, perennially eludes
the mourning subject. Yet, since the work of remembrance as such works precisely at
raising the threshold—or at broadening the scope and repertoire—of what can be
remembered and inscribed, the claim made by this mourning subject remains a valid
source of uncertainty and, consequentially, of anxiety, especially in the light of its

persistent “what-if-ness” or potential veracity. After all, we gain nothing by passing
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over in silence those claims to seemingly empty nothings, to unregistered memories,
losses, or traumas, since it is precisely in the nature of the victim, as Lyotard
contends, “not to be able to prove that one has been done a wrong” (Differend 8). In
other words, these claims, however unrealistic or excessive they might seem prima
Jacie, must be taken seriously until they brighten, or fade away, on the dawn of new
finds or studies.

Who would mourn were there nothing to be remembered? is, then, a question
whose economy enables me to paint the broad strokes of the argument of this
chapter: after establishing the psychoanalytic importance of the work of
remembrance to any (envisaged) work of mourning, I shall show the excesses of the
modern cult of remembrance, not only by provisionally pointing out its catachrestic
overtones, but especially by laying bare its alarming convergence—or, in the words
of Derrida, “overlap without equivalence” (Post Card 321)—with “repetition
compulsion” (Wiederholungszwang), rather than with working-through and
mourning. Perhaps one of the laudable virtues of the question Who would mourn
were there nothing to be remembered? is that it mockingly cements, by means of its
rhetorical structure of seductive reasoning, the bond between the work of
remembrance and the work of mourning, thus setting the trap into which many of our
modern reflections on mourning and on remembrance fall. Everything hinges,
however, on the way(s) in which we understand nothing to be remembered. Are we
here placed in front of an unwitting void in memory or in front of an insistent
memory of void? Do we inhabit, or are we inhabited by, a void? The nature of the

theoretical argument will refer me to one of Freud’s most pertinent papers on the
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subject, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through,” while the need to
interrogate and deconstruct Freud’s insights will refer me to aspects of Fanon’s
theory of violence and to Kincaid’s whole oeuvre, and, ultimately, to The
Autobiography of My Mother in particular. In the process, I remain reticent—in the
Heideggerian sense of the term (Being and Time 208)—about the virtues of playing
off the rigor of the theoretical texts against the insightful adhocracies of their literary
counterparts, all the while I deliberately abstaining from simply applying the former

to the latter.

The Cult of Remembrance

In “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through,” Freud attempts to
move beyond the old hypnotic method of treatment through which the patient would
be transported into an earlier situation, “which he seemed never to confuse with the
present one, and [would give] an account of the mental processes belonging to it”
(148, italics mine). Under the hypnotic model of treatment, the process of
remembering, Freud gauges, “took a very simple form” (148)—a “delightfully
smooth course of events” (149). In a new science ever drawn to newer challenges,
never contented with the success of its methods, it comes as no surprise that the
hypnotic method proves too easy a paradigm to be followed any further, too
successful to be adopted any longer. In “Mourning and Melancholia,” mourning, by
virtue of being a “normal affect” (251), receives the same fate as hypnosis. It is as if
psychoanalysis has never really been comfortable in the vicinity of its foundational

motive—therapy. This trend—which, in many respects, foreshadows the strain of
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deconstruction, whose debt to psychoanalysis cannot be overstressed, toward the
aporetic—is worthy of a more just investigation in a separate work.

The new technique of “analytic treatment,” which comes to replace hypnosis,
consists in the face-to-face exchange, “in a new sort of division of labour” between
analyst and analysand, in the course of which the analyst relies on the “art of
interpretation” in order to locate the analysand’s resistances and make them
conscious to him while the analysand proceeds, once he or she reckons with the
repressive propensities of his or her resistances, to relate the forgotten situations and
to fill in the gaps of his or her memory without any difficulty (147). Since this new
technique is motivated by Freud’s courage “to create more complicated situations in
the analytic treatment and to keep them clear before us” (148), it is not long before
we are confronted with one of these complicated situations. While, formerly, the
potential resistances of the analysand are preempted through hypnosis, they are put
now, in accordance with Freud’s new technique, on equal footing with the analyst’s
transferential inducements. Not that the analysand has become master of the analytic
situation; rather, the analytic situation itself has become a real battlefield. Such is the
merit of Freud’s new technique—to turn the analytic treatment into a battle of wills.

Through an economy of transferential attachment, the analyst has to release
the analysand from “the armoury of the past” into whose fortified fortresses he or she
tends to fold back when the transference proves hostile, embarrassing or tense. By
“wresting” from the analysand his or her defensive weapons “one by one” (151), the
analyst ensures that he or she does not have recourse to any of them any more. The

point is that—unlike in the hypnotic treatment in which the discrimination between



113

the remembrance of the past and the actuality of the present is sharpened rather than
blurred—in analytic treatment, in which the analysand comes equipped with a license
to resistance, the remembrance of the past oftentimes doubles onto the present, much
to the latter’s defacement. In Freud’s memorable idiom, the analysand is said not to
“remember anything of what he has forgotten and repressed, but acts it out. He
reproduces it not as memory but as an action; he repeats it, without, of course,
knowing that he is repeating it” (150; original italics).

While this observation—that the analysand’s “way of remembering” is
frequently caught within the loop of repetition compulsion—might serve to invalidate
the new technique of treatment, Freud points out nonetheless that the role of the
analyst lies henceforth in his ability “to keep in the psychical sphere all the impulses
which the patient would like to direct into the motor sphere” (153). The analyst must,
in other words, have the transferential wherewithal to participate in the memories of
the analysand in such a way as to preclude their outward enactment. Elsewhere I have
recast this distinction between the “psychical sphere” and the “motor sphere” as one
between the “affective sphere” and the “actantial sphere,” respectively. In this
respect, I explored the ways in which what is discharged, sickly and sickeningly, in
action (i.e., in the motor sphere) can be contained within or defused along a
metonymic chain of affects (i.., in the psychical sphere) ranging from indifference,
mourning, and melancholia to what I have conceptualized as “melanxiety” (see
“Remembering Forbidding Mourning”). The question to which I will come in due
course is the following: where do we situate narrative in the light of this

distinction—between the affective sphere and the actantial sphere—under whose
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aegis the work of remembrance takes place, since narrative, at least in Kincaid, is
inextricably related to the remembrance of infantile inhibitions, of suffered losses, of
socio-cultural proscriptions, and of colonial transgressions? Does narrative offer an
alternative transferential economy whereby the remembrance and inscription of pain,
of injustice, and of victimization is freed from the compulsion to repeat them in the
present? And by extension, can narrative act as an empathic host in whose edifying
company we come to muster enough psychic wherewithal to be able to part even with
the fossilized desire of redressing the past—and, therefore, with the correlative desire
of inflicting (the same amount of) pain (suffered}—in the name of justice? Can
narrative act as an affective container of an otherwise runaway actantial repetition
compulsion?

For Freud, it is in the playground of transference that the transfer or transition
from the actantial sphere to the affective sphere—from the repetition compulsion
masquerading as remembering to working-through (or mourning) materializing as an
impulsion to remember—is made possible. At the time he wrote “Remembering,
Repeating and Working-Through,” Freud had not yet formulated such concepts as
“mourning” or “melancholia,” and remembering—certainly not in Hegel’s sense of
Geddchtnis (mechanical memorization), but, possibly, in his sense of Erinnerung
(internalizing recollection)—therefore amounted to (and encompassed, if we are to
stick to Hegel’s Erinnerung) working through and mourning. The new technique of
analytic treatment, while not foreclosing the analysand’s resistance, does not
encourage it; it asks that the analyst pinpoint the working of such resistance to the

analysand, preparatory to dispensing him with it. In the process, the analyst has to
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play on the analysand’s cathectic attachment (prerequisite to, and generated by, the
analytic situation) to him—and has, whenever possible, to extract from the analysand
the promise of compliance to the rules of psychoanalysis—prior to “curbing [his]
compulsion to repeat and for the sake of turning it into a motive for remembering”
(154).

At the heart of Freud’s new technique is an unwavering counter-Nietzschean®
assumption that forgetting, far from being productive, is in fact the handmaiden of
repression: “Forgetting impressions, scenes or experiences nearly always reduces
itself to shutting them off” (148). Small wonder, then, that Freud deems it a triumph
worthy of celebration if the analyst “can bring it about that something that the patient
wishes to discharge in action is disposed of through the work of remembering” (153).
The analyst has, in other words, to turn the compulsion to repeat into a “motive for
remembering” (154) or, more precisely, into an “impulsion to remember” (151).
Remembering becomes thus the sine qua non for the success of the treatment, on
which depends not only the cure of the analysand, but also the acknowledgement of
the role of the analyst and of psychoanalysis writ large.?

A widening circle of post-Freudians have dwelled almost exclusively on the
means whereby a mournfulfilling remembering can be achieved. Attentive to Freud’s
caution against the repetition compulsion whose round path the work of
remembrance oftentimes follows—and combining tﬁe teachings of Bergson and those
of the Aufkldrung—Paul Ricceur, for example, calls for a “souvenir veritable,” for a
“mémoire critique,” as well as for a “mémoire-souvenir” in order to overpower the

“mémoire-répétition” (96). Ricceur might be seen to privilege a practice of
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remembrance in which only deliberate and critical returns to memory are accepted.
Any unwitting refurn of memory in the veneer of a compulsion to repeat is, for
Ricceur, an irresponsible act, ensuing from a subject suffering from a “déficit de
critque”—a critical bankruptcy (see 83-97). In the same vein, Simon, Rosenberg, and
Eppert call for a move beyond classical practices of remembrance (“remembrance as
strategic practice” and “remembrance as a difficult return”) to a practice of
“remembrance as critical learning.” Advancing the pair “remembrance/pedagogy,”
they call for a kind of regulative, institutionalized body of “what is to be
remembered, how, by whom, for whom, and with what potential effects” (2). Perhaps
the sharply pragmatic tendency of Simon, Rosenberg, and Eppert is at the origin of
their tenuous theoretical formulations.

In their enthusiasm for a cult of remembering against the devastating and
overwhelming monster of forgetting, Simon, Rosenberg and Eppert have overlooked
the kind of return of memory that might be produced by the return to memory.* If one
is to opt for remembering to the detriment of forgetting, one should not forget to
articulate tﬁe pitfalls of remembering, and to resituate the tension not between
memory and an outsider (forgetting) but within the realm of memory itself and
between the return of and the return to memory. One has, therefore, first to look at
the possible ways that would prevent the spawning and eventual reversal of the
process of refurn to into that of return of. Second, one has, on a par with that
preventive inclination, to conceive of the ways whereby a return of might spill into a
return to through a kind of disfiguring reconfiguration. In this respect, what should,

perhaps, be retained from Ricceur, Simon, Rosenberg, and Eppert is the critical task
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they urge us to engage in—a task all the more incumbent on the mourning subject
whose hypercathecting return to memory might awaken several other, hitherto, latent
memories—“/'oubli de réserve,” of which Ricceur speaks in relation to the state of
dormancy and disembodiedness in which memories live on (561).

While I am here adopting an attitude neither of “objective cynicism” (ZiZek
695) nor of praise (Butler, Psychic 162) vis-a-vis the kind of mournfilling
remembering of which melancholia is a product, I nonetheless think that it is time we
interrogated the as-yet argumentum ad hominem: that one can remember (the past
and one’s traumatic losses) and can still accomplish the task of mourning. It is not a
matter of defending or fetishizing the somewhat uncanny pleasures of melancholy or
those of an unremitting mourning to state that one cannot have it both ways. Nor is it
a matter of being pessimistic—though “pessoptimistic” (Said’s notion) might apply
here—but it is certainly one of suggesting that one is, whenever within the moulds of
remembering, already within the contours of a gnomic mourning. To break out of the
moulds of mourning—to accomplish mourning—one has, perhaps, to start by
excoriating one’s memory, by laying to rest the clinical myth of curative
remembering. One has, in the words of Derek Walcott, to “return through a darkness
whose terminus is amnesia” (5). Hamlet knows only too well the palliative magic of

forgetting: “Most necessary ’tis to forget/To pay ourselves what to ourselves is debt”

(3.2.92).
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The (Ab)uses of Mnemosyne

While granting that rescue (or curative) hopes are frequently part of what
leads people to practice remembering (with or without the assistance of
psychoanalysis), I think that it is important to stress the fact that the practice of
remembering is often fraught with dangers that may eventually hijack the therapeutic
aims it is initially intended to serve. The dangers bulk, not only because remembering
oftentimes converges (as we have seen) with repetition compulsion, but also because
remembering might be used in such an instrumental way as to repress its real work.
Perhaps the best way to slice into the heart of the matter is by citing this passage from

Hamlet:

Remember thee!

Yea, from the table of my memory

I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records,

All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past
That youth and observation copied there,

And thy commandment all alone shall live
Within the book and volume of my brain,
Unmix’d with baser matter. (1.5.53)

Here the work of remembrance that Hamlet is exhorted to perform by the ghost of his
dead father is inextricably bound to the task of revenge he is subsequently asked to
accomplish. Hamlet’s course of action—of setting right what went wrong, of
redressing a tort, and of implementing justice—is undergirded by the instrument of
remembering. Remembering is remembering in view of what is to be done. Yet, what
is it that that is to be done? It is nothing but a repetition—a killing that is to be
enlisted within the abysmal and immuring gyre of revenge. While in Freud the

analysand is said to repress and therefrom to remember only in the form of
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reenactment or repetition of the repressed, Hamlet is asked to remember fo repeat.
The compulsion to repeat and the impulsion to remember intersect. Yet, Hamlet’s
matrix of remembering, because instrumentalized, is also tainted by repression.

Hamlet’s willingness to commit a sheer memoricide—to “wipe away all
trivial fond records / All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past / That youth and
observation copied there”—in order to remember the commandments of the ghost
alone implicates him doubtlessly within a repressive structure of forgetting. To
commit this memoricide, to commit oneself to this wholesale scale of repression,
implies, by the same token, that Hamlet’s table of memory will indeed suffer from a
“déficit de critque” (Ricceur 96), that the commandments of the ghost can no longer
be interrogated by any other criterion that is not answerable to them. Located at the
very core of the injunction to remember and to wreak vengeance is, therefore, the
kernel of repression. In order to live up to the commandments of the ghost, Hamlet
has to thrust into oblivion whatever “baser matter” that might eventually dilute the
acuity and urgency of the commandments or delay their execution, if not counter-
intuitively reject them. While Freud’s analysand is said to repeat because he or she
represses rather than remembers, Hamlet can be said to repress in view of an ultimate
repetition.

In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze succinctly and acutely parodies Freud
by contending that “We do not repeat because we repress,” but “we repress because
we repeat” (105; italics mine). If we bear Deleuze’s dictum in mind, it becomes clear
that remembrance masks the repression that repetition (un)masks. Yet, we realize this

only too late, always too late! It is not that the act of remembering does not take
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place, but that it is repressed, elided and occluded ex post facto, as it were, with the
result that the repetition of revenge in the actantial, or motor, sphere continues. While
in the psychoanalytic situation the work of remembering serves to stymie the passage
from repression to repetition—and the unwitting repetition of the repressed
resurfaces, it bears repeating, in the form of remembering—in Hamlet the work of
remembering comes to affirm the fearful alliance between repetition and repression.

We do not repeat because we repress; quite to the contrary, we repress because we

repeat.5

Sanctioned Repetition

As for we who have decided to break the back of colonialism, our
historic mission is to sanction all revolts, all desperate actions, all
those abortive attempts drowned in rivers of blood.

—~Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth

During de-colonization, all colonized “nations” were—as they, in many
respects, still are—possessed by tormented spirits; all “nations” promised, if not
contracted themselves, to the fulfillment of the commandments of a nameless horde
of ghosts scattered across the globe. The voices of the ghosts still speak to us, with an
explosive admixture of irascibility and intransigence, through the pages of Frantz
Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth. 1t is as if, at least retrospectively, Hamlet were a
post-colonial nation unto himself. Generations after generations of men and women
who happened to be born during colonization—a colonization for which they were

hardly responsible yet against which they were contracted by/from birth to combat—
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gave utterance to Hamlet’s passionate outcry: “O cursed spite/that ever I was born to
set it right!” (2.1 56).

While Freud introduced analytic treatment—and the economy of
transference—as a technique that makes possible the passage from repetition
compulsion in the motor sphere into remembrance and working-through in the
psychical sphere, Fanon—a psychoanalyst, philosopher and psychiatrist by
training—seems, in my view, to call for the implementation of the reverse of Freud’s
technique. Therapy follows, for Fanon, from the canalization (Fanon’s notion) of
repetition compulsion in the service of armed struggle and not from the containment
of that aggressive compulsion in the interior of the psyche, since such containment
would render the colonized/the analysand docile and would thus dovetail with the
colonial setup. “Discipline, training, mastering, and today pacifying are,” Fanon
notes, “the words most frequently used by the colonialists in occupied territories”
(303). Therapy within the colonial context comes, then, only through the willing
suspension of relief in its Freudian analytic understanding.

It is theoretically rewarding to trace the delicate moves that Fanon makes en
route to the detoxification of repetition (of violence) from the kernel of compulsion.
When I have rounded out my argument, it will become patently clear that the
compulsive in Freud becomes the compulsory in Fanon. In “Concerning Violence,”
the first chapter of The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon rams home the idea that
violence should be understood not only within the narrow cultural context of myth
and ritual, but also within the vaster historical tide of colonization-decolonization that

has spectacularly promulgated it. I will come back to the psychological and historical
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reasons for this argument later, but it seems important to underscore right away that
Fanon’s most contentious theoretical stride occurs, in my view, in his attempt to
show how ritualistic violence, of possession and exorcism, can be hijacked in the
service of political violence, of decolonization and nation-building. When the
repetition compulsion of violence at the level of ritual becomes—once the
moudjahidines have laid hold of it and changed its direction— instrumental to the
project of decolonization, crude repetition compulsion is toppled into sanctioned
repetition.

For Fanon, if the colonial subjugation of the native was born in violence, then
the native’s revolt and liberation can be forged only in the smithy of a greater
violence. If “positive law demands,” as Walter Benjamin claims, “of all violence a
proof of its historical origin, which under certain conditions is declared legal,
sanctioned” (“Critique of Violence” 280), no wonder, then, that Fanon’s first move is
to establish the phenomenon of violence as a product of history, imported to the
natives by their invaders. From a positivist, historicist, and legalistic perspective,
violence can be sought only in the realm of means, not of ends. As Benjamin points
out, once violence is established as a means, a criterion for establishing its validity
might be made immediately available: “It imposes itself in the question whether
violence, in a given case, is a means to a just or an unjust end” (277). While it might
seem critically unproductive not to interrogate the catachrestic nature of the figure of
Justice—a task I largely set myself in the next chapter—let us assume nonetheless,
perhaps in a leap of irresponsible literality this time (Spivak, Death of a Discipline

72), with Fanon that justice amounts to nothing less than the use of violence against
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the colonizer, in view of course of an eventual independence. Justice, insofar as
Fanon’s argument is concerned, seems indissociable from a narrative historiography
bedevilled by the runaway force of the dialectic of history, according to which
colonizer and colonized come to entertain a relation of “reciprocal exclusivity” (39).

Fanon’s forays into the “virtues” of violence in the project of decolonization
would have been simple had he confined the spiralling circuitry of his thought to
history and dialectic. Soon, however, violence becomes the common impetus that
incites, in a quasi Sartrean manner, the native to move from a state of passive
existence into one (in search) of essence—*the ‘thing’ which has been colonized
becomes man during the same process by which it frees itself” (37); equally, violence
becomes, from a loosely psychoanalytic perspective, the rallying cry of the primitive,
of the possessed, of the inhibited, of the mentally ill— of the colonized in all his
damaged fragmentary states. While it is true that the mental disorders from which the
colonized suffers might be inextricably bound to the structure of colonialism of
which they are indeed an effect, it remains theoretically hazardous to assert that those
disorders can be dealt with only on the pyre of colonialism.®

The problem with Fanon’s concept of violence is that it cuts through the
dividing lines between symptom and cure. Fanon’s analysis aims to unwind the
subtle meanderings of the concept of violence, yet the urgency with which he
writes—and the swiftness with which his thought on violence seeps through the
whole porous network of origins, symptom, and cure—tinges the tactical exactness of
his analysis with a mystifying whiff:

In the colonial world, the emotional sensitivity of the native is kept on
the surface of his skin like an open sore which flinches from the
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caustic agent; and the psyche shrinks back, obliterates itself and finds

outlet in muscular demonstrations which have caused certain very

wise men to say that the native is a hysterical type. (56)
The gaping wound or “sore” of the native—of which the ritualistic muscular outlets
are both symptom and cure—must first be seen in terms of its historical origins: it is,
after all, the settler that deposits aggressiveness in the bones of the native: “The
argument the native chooses has been furnished by the settler” (84). Furthermore,
given that “The settler keeps alive in the native an anger which he deprives of outlet,”
one can understand why “The native’s muscular tension finds outlet regularly in
bloodthirsty explosions—in tribal warfare, in feuds between septs, and in quarrels
between individuals” (54). Fanon calls these detours into neighbourly quarrels
nothing more than behavioural techniques of psychic avoidance whereby the natives
try to “put off till later the choice, nevertheless inevitable, which opens up the
question of armed resistance to colonialism” (54). It is not that these feuds never
existed prior to colonization, but that they come to serve in the colonial context a new
function—a means not only to avoid the colonizer, but also to dissipate the
aggressiveness he nevertheless keeps ignited. In this respect, even the otherwise
identificatory stamp of myth and magic—that is, of belonging to a community
entirely under “magical jurisdiction” (55)—plays, in the colonial context, a role
dissimilar to the one it normally used to play prior to colonization.

Fanon’s pivotal emplacement of violence within the colonial orbit makes any

manifestation of violence (whether symptomatic or curative or both) on the part of
the native revolve necessarily around colonial violence. Even the sphere of the

occult—in which a chain of violent actions “are repeated with crystalline
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inevitability” (55)—has now, according to Fanon’s cautionary advice, to be studied
in terms of the ways in which it bears on and bears the impress of colonial violence.
On the one hand, Fanon points out that the natives are a people for whom the
colonizer is—compared to the zombies of myth, for instance, not to mention the
crowd of maleficent spirits such as leopard-men, serpent-men, six-legged dogs—too
insignificant an enemy for them to bother rising up against, all the more so since
rising up against the colonizer is subsumable under the phantasmic intelligence that
regulates the natives’ lives and is thus always already taken care of by their Gods and
spirits. In other words, the natives do not really need to fight against the settlers since
ultimately “all is settled by a permanent confrontation on the phantasmic plane” (56).
This reminds us of the kind of indifference, jubilant self-contentment and vindictive
mockery with which the Ibo natives (and the elders of Mbanta, more particularly) in
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart first cheered the settlers/missionaries and sold
them a plot of land from the “Evil Forest” (literally, the garbage bin at the outskirts of
the village, in which whatever is not condoned by the religion of Umuofia is disposed
of, including men who killed themselves, twins and ogbanje, or wicked children) on
which to build their shrine, believing all along that they were sending the
missionaries to their fate, that the Evil Forest would finish them off, and that the
Gods would finally find ample opportunity to exact their vengeance against them.”
On the other hand, while maintaining that ritualistic violence surpasses
colonial violence—if not dismiss it altogether by handing it over to the “invisible

keepers” (56) of mythic jurisprudence—Fanon harks back nonetheless to the thesis
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that ritualistic violence speaks directly to colonial violence, even when it does not
aim at it:

The native’s relaxation takes precisely the form of a muscular orgy in

which the most acute aggressivity and the most impelling violence are

canalized, transformed, and conjured away. The circle of the dance is

a permissive circle: it protects and permits...There are no limits inside

the circle...There are no limits—jor in reality your purpose in coming

together is to allow the accumulated libido, the hampered

aggressivity, to dissolve as in a volcanic eruption. (57; italics mine)
The cathartic purchases of mythic and ritualistic violence cannot be overstated: in
fact, they very aptly exemplify the promissory impetus from which myth derives its
continuing appeal. The “hampered aggressivity”—that is, the vindictive violence that
the colonizer keeps alive but deprives of an outlet—is finally discharged through the
purificatory apertures of myth and dance. While paying tribute to the edifying
dimensions of mythic violence, Fanon intones nevertheless that such violence does
not exist in a balmy elsewhere, unencumbered by the unthinking machine of
colonialism. The colonial condition demands that this violence—*“formerly lost in an
imaginary maze” (56), “canalized by the emotional outlets of dance and possession
by spirits,” and “exhausted in fratricidal combats” (58) or allegedly criminal
activities (304)—change directions, find a new line of action, and emerge shot
through with insurrection and revolt.

While the analyst in the Freudian analytic situation is required to participate

in the memories of the analysand in such a way as to ascertain their inward affective
containment and thus preclude their outward actantial enactment, the rebel

intellectual/analyst (of whom Fanon speaks) has to participate in the native’s mythic

canalization of violence—a violence largely ignited by colonial memory/reality—in
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such a way as to enable the native (analysand) not only to re-enact it but also to direct
it toward, or hurl it back on, the colonizer.® It is incumbent upon the native to
negotiate prudently the delicate balance between the available ritualistic patterns of
canalizing violence and the new demands for national liberation. The native is asked,
in other words, to keep alive the aggressive impulses and, paradoxically, to direct
their ultimate eruption in the battle for liberation. “When formerly [violence] was
appeased by myths and exercised its talents in finding fresh ways of committing mass
suicide, now new conditions will make possible a completely new line of action” (58)
and “engender new aims for the violence of colonized people” (59). This is, in my
view, Fanon’s most daring theoretical venture—that the compulsive re-enactment of
aggression must bleed into a compulsory act of revolt against colonization. Once the
mythic, fratricidal, and criminal canalization of violent impulses segues into the plan
for freedom, not only do feuds and crimes decrease,’ but even psychic pathologies
such as melancholia become sites of, if not occasions for, resistance to colonialism
and the melancholic, curiously enough, no longer harbours auto-destructive or
suicidal intents, only hetero-destructive or homicidal ones.

In the thick of colonial coercion, myths and rituals, crimes and feuds—as well
as mental disorders and psychic pathologies, including melancholia—open up, Fanon
postulates, much needed outlets for the frustrated aggressivity of the natives. In the
armed march of the nation towards freedom, however, these heterogeneous pathways
of canalizing aggressive impulses are mapped into the project of decolonization and
become thenceforth part and parcel of the armoury with which the people fling

themselves against “the impregnable citadel of colonialism” (79). While the above
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ensemble of pathologies decried by the colonial powers become, in the eyes of
Fanon, symptomatic of the virility of the decolonization movement, the structures of
empowerment of the shift-in-function of these pathologies remain shrouded in
mystery. This shift-in-function is certainly a breakthrough in the understanding of the
psychic forces of decolonization movements, yet it has not benefited from the

theoretical elaboration that it nevertheless seems to prompt.

Bearing the Brunt of Colonial Legacy

That the great misery and much smaller joy of existence remain
unchanged no matter what anything is called never checks the impulse
to reach back and reclaim a loss, to try and make what happened look
as if it had not happened at all.

—XKincaid, My Garden (Book)

The problem with Fanon’s conception of counter-violence—or what I called,
in contradistinction to Freud’s repetition compulsion, sanctioned repetition of
violence—and with Hamlet’s matrix of remembering, at the heart of which stirs the
call for revenge, is that each of them sends history back to itself; each of them falls
back on mimetic and visceral reflexes and sends revenge back to revenge, threatening
thereof to produce a chain of mirroring effects that is extremely hard to undo—a
“nightmare” (Joyce) or an “iron cage” (Weber) of interminable reciprocal violence
from which it is hard to awake or break. Is not revenge, which is pursued in the name
of justice, “merely one of the snares that history and its various influences [set] for

us”? (Fanon 253). Are we not, after all, warranted—not to say, entitled—in the words

of Derrida, to “yearn for a justice that one day, a day belonging no longer to history,
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a quasi-messianic day, would finally be removed from the fatality of vengeance?”
(Specters 21; italics mine). I shall not here insist on the notion of justice, which will
be the subject of a more focused examination in the next chapter. Suffice it to point
out, however, that justice in a legalistic sense is indissociable from the structures of
its enforcement, from the implements of justice, and therefore cannot cease to fold
back into the horizon of violence. Moreover, if from a positivistic legal perspective
violence is the product of history—and if the socius itself originates, as Freud’s
Totem and Taboo demonstrates, in violence—can a later violence help redress that
first (originating) violence? I can but refer here—in silent reflection, unencumbered
by the pressure of words—to the young Jesuit sage of Joyce’s Ulysses, Stephen, who
interjects, with a measure of prophetic gloom, that “No later undoing will undo the
first undoing” (251).

Stephen’s largely aphoristic statement should be taken not as an open
invitation to political inaction, but as an incentive to interrupt the nightmarish
dialectic in which historical consciousness is unwittingly, or willingly, caught—a
tool whereby we can help Benjamin’s angel regain control over its wings. Hence,
insofar as it bears on the actantial, or motor, sphere—in which one has recourse to
violence and revenge in order to undo immediately or belatedly a past undoing or
injustice—one would willingly want to ratify Stephen’s counter-intuitive conclusion.
(It is worth noting in passing that, in the “Scylla and Charybdis” episode from
Ulysses, in which he presents his algebraic theory about Hamlet, Stephen protests
vehemently the chilling sequence of homicides committed en route to undoing the

first homicide—old Hamlet’s murder). Yet, insofar as Stephen’s dictum bears on the
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affective, or psychic, sphere—in which one is urged to remember and mourn a
suffered (or even inflicted) loss (to which he or she had set a claim)—one might end
up with a sense of paralytic helplessness, if not abuse, over the fact that the undoing
potential of mourning is not sufficient to undo the psychic undoing it is called upon
to undo—that the work of mourning cannot close the affective sundering (of colonial
history) it is called upon to close. The counter-intuitive force of Stephen’s axiom—
“No later undoing will undo the first undoing” (italics mine)—lies, I think, not in
merely sabotaging both Freud and Fanon, but in laying bare the conditions of
impossibility that pre-figure (the conditions of possibility of) any practice—literary,
theoretical, or political—whose horizon/primary material is shot through with loss,
suffering, and colonial transgressions.

It is precisely this condition of impossibility—or of irreconcilability “to what
happened”—that Kincaid articulates in 4 Small Place: “nothing can erase my rage—
not an apology, not a large sum of money, not the death of the criminal—for this
wrong can never be made right, and only the impossible can make me still: can a way
be found to make what happened not have happened?” (32; italics mine). While
Kincaid proceeds systematically, as this quote subtly disguises, to name the different
available redemptive patterns (ranging from “an apology,” “a large sum of money” to
the actual “death” of the criminal) at the disposal of her interlocutor—presumably,
either a descendent of the perpetrators of colonialism or, if we are to take into
account the larger scope of her book, the modern perpetrator of neo-colonialism—
and to subsequently wrest them from him one by one, she is incapable of specifying

the crime that has, after all, incited this erasable rage. Kincaid cannot but lay a claim
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to “what happened,” to “this wrong” that remains either too obvious to need any
further belabouring or so enormous in scale and magnitude that it exceeds the
otherwise inclusive structure of language.

Almost every postcolonial writer inherits this claim to what happened, to this
wrong which he has, in turn, to pass on to posterity, willingly or unwittingly—and
perhaps in the form of a phantomatic (and unconscious) transgenerational haunting
(see for instance Torok and Abraham). It is not that the devious psychic and material
effects of what happened do not echo down to the present—whether in the form of
inferiority complexes and bad governance or corruption,'® of which Kincaid holds the
old colonialists responsible—but that the whatness of what happened escapes the
telling. Here we are, of course, trenching on a recurrent theme, if not actually a
common denominator of most postholocaust, postcolonial or postmodern critical
practices—unrepresentability. Yet I will not insist on the inextricable bond between
silence/unspeakability and representation (Weller provides a decent account of this
prolific theme)—at the origin of the cul-de-sac of
inexpressibility/unrepresentability—or on its ethical merits (Derrida) or legal
demerits (Lyotard), but I shall instead attempt to sharpen our understanding of this
aporia of unrepresentability by factoring into it hitherto penumbral elements which
constitute nevertheless the poetic and affective structures of its empowerment—the
alliance between catachresis and melancholia.

Kincaid’s evocation of what happened provides a useful paradigm for my
discussion here. But what is the whatness of what happened that makes the naming

less expressive than suggestive, less denotative than connotative? Addressing the
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criminal (i.e. the “English™/“British), Kincaid responds: “You came. You took things
that were not yours, and you did not even, for appearances’ sake, ask first” (Small
Place 35). At first blush, Kincaid’s answer seems to provide a heart-wrenching
sketch of what happened—pillage. Upon reflection, Kincaid seems to me to be
addressing herself to a child—perhaps, one of the descendants of the old
colonialists—trying to simplify for him the gravity of his ancestors’ transgressions by
anchoring it in a discourse of manners or good behaviour, since good manners are the
first things a child learns.!" Upon further reflection, however, Kincaid seems to me to
be parodying Julius Caesar’s famous and infamous maxim—“veni, vidi, vici” (I
came, I saw, I conquered)—by appending it with a stamp of impoliteness. Kincaid
seems to be saying: “of course, you came, you saw, you conquered—only if you
asked first!”

Kincaid’s account of what happened does not offer an exact description of
what happened, or a reflection of what happened, only a reflection on what
happened. Yet this reflection is not pursued in a purely bellettristic fashion; it
ceaselessly attempts to restore what happened to visibility. As my epigraph shows,
“the impulse to reach back and reclaim a loss” remains intact, unchecked and
undeterred by the fact of being trained on the impossibility of its conditions of
possibility. In the “Laws of Reflection,” Derrida argues that the aim of reflection is
that “it reveals to understanding what goes past understanding.” Perhaps this is the
motor force—the instigating challenge—that explains Kincaid’s fascination with
what happened: not that the “locus of referentiality” (Caruth’s notion) is visible—it is

not—but that it continues to be invisible. “Transporting the invisible into the visible,



133

this reflection does not,” in the words of Derrida, “proceed from the visible, rather it
passes through understanding.” In other words, the specificity of reflection is that it
produces the very object of its reflection in the process of its unfolding; it “does not
reproduce the visible, it produces it” (Derrida 23; italics mine). It produces the
visible, yet the visible remains caught within the pull of reflection; the visible is
always what will have been visible once its production-reflection is over—
disregarding, of course, the regenerative and reiterative nature of the cycle of
production-reflection.

The object of reflection is not prior to its inceptive reflection—or, shall I say,
inflective inception. A great measure of this inflection is implied in the “again and
again” recursivity of Spivak’s “responsible literality” (see note 11). The fascination
of what happened, or the what will have been there of reflection—waiting the arrival,
or waiting at the arrival of| reflection, as Derrida would have framed it—is that it
incessantly attracts, if not demands, its production. In other words, what will have
been there—in its hermeneutic contingency, and in the Heideggerian “againness” to
which Spivak alludes—is precisely the horizon of what will have been infused there
in the very process of being disclosed, in the again and again recursive stirrings.
What happened is thus, if we are to adopt Spivak’s words, “given over to a future that
is not just a future present but always a future anterior. It never will be, but always
will have been,” which is “the most practical assurance in view of which one works
on” (Outside 22). 1 might have given the impression that this is only a question of
hermeneutic temporality, but, really, at the heart of this hermeneutic temporality—

that which fuels it or fans its flames—is nothing less than what Judith Butler calls the
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“tropological inauguration” of the object (Psychic 3). Of course, Butler is interested,
and perhaps overarchly so, in the tropological inauguration of the subject, but I will
have shown by the end of my argument that the tropological inauguration of the
subject is anchored in the tropological inauguration of the object—an anchorage
without anchor!

The fascination that what happened exerts on reflection proceeds from the
impossible visibility of what happened prior to its production—or, more precisely,
prior to its tropological inauguration. Because the reflection on what happened begs
the question of what happened in the process of answering it, the reflection of what
happened is oftentimes signalled in a language that desires expression at the same
time it is scandalized by its monstrosity, much as it does in the manner of the
eruditely inarticulate governess in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw who keeps
breaking down “in the monstrous utterance of names” (78). If we bear in mind here—
perhaps at the risk of making a detour—that in Freud, in Abraham and Torok, as well
as in LaCapra, naming is essential to the therapeutic process (of mourning), then we
can perhaps conclude that the governess’s discomfiture by names stems from her
abuse of the licence to be ill, to be obsessed, and to be haunted—the licence to be
articulately inarticulate, or to be infinitely encryptive. At the same time, the enormity
of what happened can be itself an ethical hurdle in front of direct expression;
whatever the name, what happened exceeds in proportion the language in which it
will be expressed such that it becomes nothing but a form of “baseness to speak”

(about) it, as James’s governess is well aware of (78).
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Catachrestic Rumblings

The past, to which we were subjected, which has not yet emerged as
history for us, is, however, obsessively present.

—Glissant, Caribbean Discourse (63).

Once the reflection on the figurality of language is started, there is no
telling where it may lead.

—de Man, “The Epistemology of Metaphor” (19)

The reason why what happened is called thus—simply, what happened—is
that it cannot be located in a narrative historiography, in a historical continuum, but is
condemned to roam at the outskirts of history—a species of “nonhistory,” in the
words of Edouard Glissant:

Our historical consciousness could not be deposited gradually and
continuously like sediment...but came together in the context of
shock, contraction, painful negation, and explosive forces. This
dislocation of the continuum, and the inability of the collective
consciousness to absorb it all, characterizes what I call a
nonhistory. (62; italics mine)
In Africa, a constellation of forces—ranging, as in the case of Fanon’s Algeria, from
mythic jurisprudence and political commitment, to the mobilization of psychic
pathologies—have combined to form what Glissant beautifully calls a “cultural
hinterland” that has enabled, in turn, the structures of resistance to colonialism and its
aftermath; in the Caribbean context, however, no such cultural repository could be
found, since the kind of continuity on which rests the cultures of African nations had
been, in the case of the Caribbean nations, brutally interrupted by the dislocatory

concourse of the slave trade, colonization, and imperialism. What is worse is that this

dislocation is not fused into the historical horizon of the Caribbean peoples but hangs
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over it, threatening to dislodge it every time it reaches out for it. It is therefore
incumbent, according to Glissant, upon the Caribbean writer to explore this
dislocation, not in order to relate it to a “schematic chronology” or to a “nostalgic
lament,” but in order “to show its relevance in a continuous fashion to the immediate
present” (64).

I cannot discuss with due justice, in the space of this work, the complexity,
density and constructive potential of Glissant’s patient theoretical postulations—
much less interrogate them from Kincaid’s perspective—but I think it is sufficiently
beneficial for my purposes here to examine the ways in which Glissant’s reflection
on what happened has been inaugurated by a tropologically regenerative desire for
not only naming but also possessing the whatness of what happened. In the absence
of a master-narrative of historical continuity, Glissant is explicit about the
paradoxical desire to possess—not repossess—what has never been his: “For history
is not only absence for us, it is vertigo. This time that was never ours, we must now
possess” (161). This desire to possess that which has never been earned, possessed or
lost—that which is still an empty vacuum, an “absence”—is a signal mark not only of
the melancholic affect underpinning it but also of the inventive and largely poetic
enterprise of the postcolonial writer. It is not for nothing that this desire to possess
announces itself as both a definitional adventure and a recuperative enterprise: words
such as “shock,” “dislocation,” “nonhistory,” “absence,” “vertigo,” etcetera—words
in which there is literally “no lack of void” (Beckett’s phrase)—have become part
and parcel of what Glissant calls “the uncertain possibilities of the word made ours”

(168). Not only is the desire to possess the void regenerative (and this is, of course,
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the law/logic of desire in Lacan): it is equally appropriative—it possesses the void in
the very process of claiming, and therefore multiplying, it. To the extent that this
possession is a possession (or obsession, as in the Glissant epigraph) by that which
has never been possessed—and to the extent that it is constituted at the interface
between language and desire, between linguistic appropriation and affective
incorporation, or, in other words, between a possession of and a possession by—it is
the effect or product, I will argue, of a nexus between melancholia and catachresis,
between affective and poetic appropriations.

It is, of course, impossible to reconstitute what happened when it first
happened since this poses not only a chronological but also a topographical
problem—a chronotopic conundrum of time and space in which one cannot possibly
travel back in time to bear witness to what happened. This time-space conundrum, or
disjunctive temporality, is perhaps aggravated if we are to bear in mind that what
happened is of the order of the traumatic whose presence can be felt but can never be
penetrated—a “solid shadow,” as Kincaid would say (4nnie John 107). Yet the
conundrum might, by the same token, become insignificant if we place ourselves in a
psychoanalytic perspective, in which the traumatic is said to brook no witness, it
being the site of an utter “collapse of witnessing” (Freud, Laub, Caruth). It is,
however—and still from a psychoanalytic perspective—what is doomed to return
after a period of latency (Freud), or what is fated to haunt posterity persistently if it is
allowed to travel free-floatingly across generations (Torok and Abraham). It is in this
sense that Glissant’s evocation of a past that has not yet emerged, but which is

obsessively present, should be understood. It is also in this sense that every reflection
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on the past should be understood, not as making visible the site/sight of invisibility,
but rather as producing the visible, that which can be demonstrated to have been
(made) invisible, or of the order of the impossible to bear witness to, let alone
register.

What happened is nothing but the “nothing” of Who would mourn were there
nothing to be remembered?—the question I asked at the very beginning of this
chapter and to which I have been trying, albeit through detours, to gain a fresh entry.
If what happened is of the order of the traumatic, the dislocatory, and the nothing,
one is faced with the hopelessness not only of determining it—a question that will
solicit our attention in what follows—but also of proving it. We are yet to acquaint
ourselves with the grave psychic sedimentations of the hopelessness of this situation
and with the many hurdles it unwittingly interposes in front of any envisaged
transcultural or transnational (or global—if we are to follow the vanishing edge of
current theory) action, yet we cannot fail to note that the gloomiest part of it lies in
the resultant fermentation and dissemination of a sense of victimization to whoever
inherits the nothingness of what happened and gazes at it orphically. This is a
hopeless situation, more precisely, because whoever inherits it or lays claim to it
cannot prove that what happened—being itself the space where there is no lack of
void—did really happen. Worse still is that one cannot afford bearing the brunt of
victimhood in case one has retreated into the muffling fog of silence about it. If we
are to abide by the distinction that Lyotard makes between the plaintiffi—“someone
who has incurred damages and who disposes of the means to prove it (9)—and the

victim—one who is not “able to prove that one has been done a wrong” (8)—we
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might think of the postcolonial writer as, properly speaking, neither a plaintiff nor a
victim, but one who is condemned (in Sartre’s sense) to border-dwelling, tending
ever so pressing