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Jameson’s Perelman

Reification and the
Material Signifier

In New Left Review 146 (July—August 1984) Fredric Jameson published his by
now notorious essay “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capital-
ism.” In that essay he compares Lacan’s description of schizophrenic language
to the writings of the Language poets. He points out in particular that Bob
Perelman, in his poem “China,” seems to have made schizophrenic language
the basis of his aesthetic. Prior to Jameson, John Ensslin, in an essay entitled
“Schizophrenic Writing,” which appeared in L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 1.4
(August 1978), also pointed out the striking similarities between clinical
accounts of schizophrenic language and recent poetry, but he offered “one
precaution: don’t confuse schizophrenic speech with poetic language. . . . to
treat [schizophrenic speech] as a freakish bit of literature is to overlook the
fact that these bizarre turns of language are the products of a torturous state of
mind.” Jameson’s problem, I will argue, is the opposite of this—confusing
poetic language with schizophrenic speech.

To be sure, Jameson is careful to explain that he is using Lacan’s account
only as a useful description, not to imply that Perelman is in any way a
clinical schizophrenic. But even if such is the case—I will later argue against
his claim to innocent description——the usefulness of such a comparison is far
from obvious, especially in the way he uses it. Nevertheless, the positive value
of the Lacanian notion of schizophrenia, if there is one in this context, is its
bringing into focus two conflicting accounts of the effects of reification on
language use, as well as two conflicting aesthetics. At the heart of the debate
is the material signifier—the significatory unit (whether the phoneme, the
word, the phrase, or the sentence) which has been isolated from standard
syntactical patterns, drawing attention to itself as much as, or more than, to
any concept it may point to. The question comes down to this;: What are the
political effects of the use of the material signifier?

Before directly addressing this question, however, we must reconstruct
Jameson'’s argument as it leads to his discussion of Perelman. One reason for
this is that, although I believe Jameson’s comparison has obvious problems,
his approach to periodization nevertheless demands our attention. The key to
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evaluating Jameson’s comments about postmodernism is to. grasp the basic
concept behind his division of cultural history into periods. That concept,
based on Nicos Poulantzas’s extension of Althusserian theory, is social forma-
tion. '

In Political Power and Social Classes Poulantzas writes that the “mode of
production constitutes an abstract-formal object which does not exist in the
strong sense of reality. . . . The only thing which really exists is a historically
determined social formation, i.e. a social whole, in the widest sense, at a given
moment in its historical existence; e.g. France under Louis Bonaparte, Eng-
land during the Industrial Revolution” (p. 15). “Mode of production” is to be
viewed as a methodological concept, not as some real discrete object. The
social formation may ultimately be determined by a mode of production but
can never be reduced to one. Poulantzas explains further that “a social
formation . . . presents a particular combination, a specific overlapping of
several ‘pure’ modes of production. . . . Bismarck’s Germany is characterized
by a specific combination of capitalist, feudal and patriarchal modes of pro-
duction whose combination alone exists in the strong sense of the term, . . . a
social formation historically determined as a particular object.” The point to
develop here is the expanded view of historical determination that Poulantzas
explains as follows: “The dominance of one mode of production over others
in a social formation causes the matrix of this mode of production . . . to mark
the whole of the formation. In this way a historically determined social
formation is specified by a particular articulation (through an index of domi-
nance and overdetermination) of its different economic, political, ideological
and theoretical levels or instances” (pp. 15-16).

The key phrase in the above passage is “index of dominance and over-
determination.” Rather than crudely reduce the complex network of various
social determinations to the economic, we can now take into account the
influences of many relatively autonomous levels or instances at one time,
each level's relative autonomy stemming from its own determined placement
within a network of competing modes of production. Raymond Williams
refers to these competing influences as the residual (the remaining influence
of past modes), the dominant, and the emergent (nascent modes struggling
for dominance) (Marxism and Literature, 121-27). One problem we avoid, at
least in part, by focusing on the particularity and relative autonomy of the
various levels of the social formation is the positing of homologies between
different levels. The Hegelian notion of an-expressive totality—in which each
analytically distinguished level of society is seen as an expression of some
essence and thus structurally similar to all other levels—often leads to the
conclusion that cultural objects are expressions of the economic base. This is
not to say that the Althusserians reject the concept of totality, just that they
define it differently. “The stricture is not an essence outside the economic
phenomena,” Althusser explains, “ which comes and alters their aspect,
forms and relations and which is effective on them as an absent cause, absent
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because it is outside them. The absence of the cause in the structure's ‘metonymic
causality’ on its effects is not the fault of the exteriority of the structur_e wit'h respect to
the economic phenomena, on the contrary, it is the very form of the interiority of the
structure . . . in its effects” (Althusser, 188; italics in original).

The reasons for this lengthy discussion of the Althusserian concept of
social formation should become clear when we now turn to Jameson’s notion
of a cultural dominant in his definition of postmodernism. Whether we agree
with his definition is, for the moment, beside the point; the particular way he
frames this question is in any case of great value. From the concept of social
formation Jameson develops an important analogy on the cultural plane—
which we presumably could call the cultural formation—an analogy that
becomes clear when Jameson writes that “it seems to me essential to grasp
‘postmodernism’ not as a style, but rather as a cultural dominant: a concep-
tion which allows for the presence and coexistence of a range of very differ-
ent, yet subordinate features” (“Postmodernism,” 56). Once he substitutes

cultural dominant for structural dominant (or “structure-in-dominance”), the
rest of the analogy falls into place, the cultural formation being seen as -

determined by the various conflicting cultural modes of production at a given
moment. After doing so, he can then (theoretically, at least) avoid many of
the problems that surround all attempts at periodization, especially t'he prob-
lem of explaining how, for instance, an artist from what we deterrmm? to be
the modern period can look quite like those artists we associate with an
earlier or later period, just as the concept of social formation helps to explain
the existence of typically feudal features in, for example, the capitalist era. The
notion of cultural dominant thus explains the coexistence of various artistic
modes during the period Jameson calls postmodern: “I am very far from
feeling that all cultural production today is ‘postmodern’ in the broad sense I
will be conferring on this term. The postmodern is however the force field in
which very different kinds of cultural impulses— . . . ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’
forms of cultural production—must make their way” (p. 57).

Such a formula allows him to write, for example, that “Gertrude Stein,
Raymond Roussel, or Marcel Duchamp . . . may be co'nside.red outright
postmodernists, avant la lettre” (p. 56). He goes on to qualify this statement,
however, in what may be the most important point in his essay: “What has
not been taken into account by this view is . . . the social position of the older
modernism” (p. 56). “[Modernism and postmodernism] still remain utterly
distinct in their meaning and social function, owing to the very different
positioning of postmodernism in the economic system of Iate_ capital, and
beyond that, to the transformation of the very sphere of culture in contempo-
rary society” (p. 57). Literary form, in other words, takes on its pamcglar
political meaning from its position within a specific historical context. Having
said this, however, Jameson then greatly overgeneralizes the political context
of postmodernism, neglecting to sort out the various contexts which Poulajmt-
zas’s conception of social formation posits. The social positioning of a particu-
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lar form may have a different political charge depending on its relationship
not only to the period but also to its overdetermined location within the social
formation. (We should note here that whether Language poetry can be called
the cultural dominant remains to be seen—see Lee Bartlett's “What Is ‘Lan-
guage Poetry’ ” and Silliman’s “The Political Economy of Poetry.”)

As I have just suggested, it is when Jameson fleshes out this very promis-
ing outline by describing what he sees as the political effects of postmodern-
ism in the present social formation that problems arise, most notably a return
to the very homologies that he has elsewhere warned us against. More
specifically, his importation of Lacan’s discussion of schizophrenia leads him
to the traditional Marxist denunciation of modernist (and now postmod-
ernist) fragmentation, rather than to an appreciation of Perelman’s particular
use of the material signifier as a political critique. Jameson frames his discus-
sion of Perelman’s “China” in such a way that he prematurely forecloses any
other avenues of a more positive analysis. That frame begins with his discus-
sion of what he sees as the constitutive feature of postmodernism: its new
depthlessness.

By contrasting Van Gogh's painting of the peasant shoes with Andy
Warhol’s “Diamond Dust Shoes” Jameson illustrates one of the major differ-
ences he sees between modernism and postmodernism. While according to
Jameson Van Gogh's shoes must be seen as the result of the reification of the
senses—in this case, sight—due to the increased division of labor under
capitalism, Jameson also draws attention to its Utopian side, in which “the
most glorious materialization of pure colour in oil paintis to be seen as . . . an
act of compensation” (p. 59) for precisely that fragmented life in capitalist
society. The painting speaks to us, imparts its meaning as it “draws the whole
absent world and earth into revelation around itself,” representing the
wretched life of the peasant woman. The problem with Warhol’s shoes,
however, is that they do not speak to us at all. Instead “we have a random
collection of dead objects, hanging together on the canvas like so many
turnips, as shorn of their earlier life-world as the pile of shoes left over at
Auschwitz, or the remainders and tokens of some incomprehensible and
tragic fire in a packed dancehall” (p. 60). Note that the images of Auschwitz
and a tragic fire are not incidental here. Even though Jameson has just
stressed the need to see the Utopian value of Van Gogh'’s reified impression-
ism, he expends very little of such dialectical thought on his postmodern
examples. Although later in the essay he will try to rescue his argument from
a “pre-Marxian” moralism, it remains clear here that Warhol ought to do
something other than present dead and meaningless objects on a canvas.

At any rate, this passage from Van Gogh to Warhol, Jameson claims,
illustrates “perhaps the supreme formal feature” of postmodernism—its anti-
hermeneutical, superficial depthlessness. The “deep” works of the modernists
have been succeeded by the slick TV surfaces of the simulacrum, the image.
Jameson describes one problem with the simulacrum as follows:
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the simulacrum(’s] . . . particular function lies in what Sartre would have called
the derealization of the whole surrounding world of everyday reality. Your moment
of doubt and hesitation as to the breath and warmth of [Duane Hanson's] polyes-
ter figures, in other words, tends to return upon the real human beings moving
about you in the museum, and to transform them also for the briefest instant into
so many dead and flesh-coloured simulacra in their own right. The world thereby
momentarily loses its depth and threatens to become a glossy skin, a stereoscopic
illusion, a rush of filmic images without density. (“Postmodernism,” 76-77)

The simulacrum’s derealization of everyday life affects not only spatial but
temporal depth as well. Jameson argues that “what was once, in the historical
mnovel as Lukdcs defines it, the organic genealogy of the bourgeois collective
project . . . has meanwhile itself become a vast collection of images, a
multitudinous photographic simulacrum. . . . In faithful conformity to post-
structuralist linguistic theory, the past as ‘referent’ finds itself gradually brack-
eted, and then effaced altogether, leaving us with nothing but texts” (p. 66).
Postmodernists substitute a nostalgic cannibalization of past styles for an
older attempt to come to terms with “real” history. This crisis in historicity, he
claims, appears in a formal innovation of postmodernism, namely the
transformation of the time-bound narrative sentence into the “finished, com-
plete, and isolated punctual event-objects which find themselves sundered
from any present situation” (p. 70)—the material signifier.

In order to make sense of these “heaps of fragments,” Jameson next
resorts to Lacan’s account of schizophrenia “as a breakdown in the signifying
chain, that is, the interlocking syntagmatic series of signifiers which con-
stitutes an utterance or a meaning” (p. 71-72). The function of the sentence is
to form our personal identity: “If we are unable to unify the past, present, and
future of the sentence,” Jameson claims, “then we are similarly unable to
unify the past, present, and future of our own biographical experience or
psychic life: (p. 72). (The key word here which he seems to ignore in his
analysis is “unable.”) The point Jameson makes here—that makes all this
relevant for Marxism—is that the meaningful grasp of historical time is
necessary for political praxis. Without it we cannot recognize the historical
determination of present conditions which we need to change. But it is
Jameson'’s extension of all this to cultural production to which I object.

My first objection is that his description of the signifying chain does not
convey the full import of Lacan’s conception of it. Lacan is not talking about
individual sentences when he uses this term, although sentences do illustrate
on a manifest level what he is describing; rather, “signifying chain” refers to
the structure of the unconscious as a whole, which can be compared to a
sentence but cannot be reduced to one. (I am not suggesting that Jameson
does not know this, only that he does not make this clear—see his “Imaginary
and Symbolic in Lacan.”) “That the dream uses speech makes no difference,”
Lacan writes, “since for the unconscious it is only one among several ele-
ments of the representation” (Lacan, Ecrits, 161).
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The signifying chain, Lacan claims, constitutes the unconscious itself. But
this occurs only after the primal repression of the Imaginary phase, a phase of
primary narcissism during which the subject cannot distinguish its own body
from that of others, seeing instead “a world of bodies and organs which in
some fashion lacks a phenomenological center and a privileged point of view”
(Jameson, “Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan,” 354). The failure to complete
this process of repression leads to the various forms of psychosis. Lacan refers
to this failure as the foreclusion or foreclosure of the Other, the refusal or
inability to enter the Symbolic Order of signification. “Foreclosure effects
neither the judgment of existence nor the negation; only the symbol remains,
but, because of the absence of its relation to the signified, it loses its true value
as a signifier, as a symbol. It is no longer any more than an image taken for
reality. The imaginary has become the real” (Lemaire, Jacques Lacan, 233). In
other words, the schizophrenic is left with material signifiers. (This descrip-
tion of the image taken for reality reveals the connection behind Jameson’s
association of the simulacrum and schizophrenia, a point that becomes im-
portant when he discusses “China.”)

According to Lacan, schizophrenic discourse is binary while .Symbolic
discourse is ternary. The schizophrenic remains at or reverts to the Imaginary
state of unmediated fusion of self and other, of subject and signifier. Only in
the Symbolic Order do these two poles become mediated by a third—
language. There is no meaning engendered by the schizophrenic’s material
signifier; the question arises, however, of whether such is the case with the
poet’s material signifier. In other words, does the poet’s signifier signify? This
question brings me to my second and major complaint against Jameson’s use
of “schizophrenic” even as a descriptive term (although it is obviously more
than a descriptive term for Jameson). There is a world of difference between
the schizophrenic’s inability to get beyond the material signifier and the artist’s
deliberate reduction to one: whereas the schizophrenic could be said to
operate on a pre-Symbolic level of discourse, poets, such as Perelman, operate
on a meta-Symbolic plane. Jameson implies that the effect of the material
signifier, whether produced by the psychotic or the artist, is the same in either
case. But in order to reach this conclusion, he has to ignore his own argument
about the variability of formal effect within different contexts.

I would argue that Jameson's brief commentary on “China” does not
constitute his analysis of the poem. The actual analysis of “China” and, by
illegitimate extension, of all Language writing lies in his inserting the poem at
a specific moment in his essay. Although Jameson claims that he mainly
wants to show that “schizophrenic” writing has no necessary relationship to
psychosis, the momentum of the essay necessitates just that relationship;
adopting the Lacanian apparatus at such a key moment in the essay is not
merely descriptive but ascriptive. The use of the label “schizophrenia,” in
other words, is no innocent gesture but instead a strategic form of guilt-by-
association.
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Now to Jameson’s discussion of “China.” “Many things,” he begins,
“could be said about this interesting exercise in discontinuities: not the least
paradoxical is the reemergence here across these disjoined sentences of some
more unified global meaning” (p. 74). (This may seem less paradoxical to
Perelman, who has written that there “is no such thing as nonnarrative
writing” [“Exchangeable Frames,” 168].) Jameson goes on to say that the
poem “does seem to capture something of the excitement of the immense,
unfinished social experiment of the New China.” The important unstated
point is that the charge of schizophrenia may not hold here because of this
reemergent unity. But Jameson next assures us that “we have not thereby
fully exhausted the structural secrets of Perelman’s poem, which turns out to
have little enough to do with the referent called China” (p. 75). Pointing out
that Perelman’s lines in the poem were written as captions to photographs in
a Chinese book, Jameson contends that the unity of the poem lies outside it in
the absent Chinese text. Perelman’s poem is thus a text about a text, just as
photorealist works are pictures of pictures, or simulacra.

Once Perelman’s poem becomes reduced to the simulacrum, it has the
same political effect for Jameson as the schizophrenic signifier. In both cases
we confront free-floating signifiers with little or no connection to the “real
world,” serving at best as decoration, but more ofien more negatively as a
negative distraction from the real work to be done, a symptom and perpetua-
tion of the reification brought on by capitalism. But there seems to be a naive
mimetism at work here that exposes the problem behind Jameson’s attack on
the simulacrum. Is the authenticity or political efficacy of a work really
dependent on the immediacy of its model? And are a text’s model and its
referent identical? How Perelman generated his text is in any case irrelevant
to our understanding it. Jameson here resembles Plato’s attack on the poet for
creating a copy of a copy.

Using Ernest Mandel’s conception of Late Capitalism, or the period of
multinational capital which has transformed society into a “whole new
decentred global network” beyond representation, Jameson posits that the
corresponding technological analogue is the machine of reproduction—the
television, the camera, the computer—whose processes are also beyond
representation. The modernist artists, excited by the “sculptural nodes of
energy” of the electric and combustion motors (machines of production),
represented that kinetic energy in their art. But postmodernists, Jameson
continues, are more concerned with “the processes of reproduction, . . . [such
as] movie cameras, video, tape recorders, the whole technology of the pro-
duction and reproduction of the simulacrum” (p. 79).

Depending on how it is used, such a formula of homological relations
could become a technologism and a Marxism at its crudest. But when one
thinks of some recent artistic creations—such as Max Headroom, the Coca-
Cola figure who exists only on the video screen—then Jameson'’s formula can
be seen to have a legitimate specific application (or “local validity” as he
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might say), the connections between capitalist reification and a particular use
of simulacra being especially clear. But when the search for the “logic of the
simulacrum” is overgeneralized, it not only leads to oversimplification but
also blinds us to those contemporary works of art which challenge such a
logic. Jameson is aware of this: “in the most interesting postmodernist works

. one can detect a more positive conception of relationship [than the
censure of fragmentation] which restores its proper tension to the notion of
difference itself. This new mode of relationship through difference may some-
times be an achieved new and original way of thinking and perceiving; more
often it takes the form of an impossible imperative to achieve that new
mutation [in perceptual organs] in what can perhaps no longer be called
consciousness” (p. 75). Jameson all too quickly discards the possibility of a
positive conception of relationship through difference for the latter negative
critique of postmodernism throughout most of his essay.

As we have seen, Jameson implicitly attributes Perelman'’s schizophrenic
aesthetic to the process of reification in late capitalist society. It is interesting,
therefore, to find Perelman and others claiming that their aesthetic is based on
a critique of precisely that same fragmenting process. When Steve McCaffery
writes, for instance, that “Marx’s notion of commodity fetishism . . . has been
central to my own considerations of reference in language” (The
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E Book, 189; hereafter LB), we at least have to exam-
ine this claim before denouncing the poetry. Such an examination reveals
that foregrounding the materiality of language, far from being a schizophrenic
disorder or an hallucinatory escapism, is intended instead, according to Bruce
Andrews, as “a political writing practice that unveils demystifies the creation
& sharing of meaning” (LB, 135). Words are never our own, Ron Silliman
reminds us. “Rather, they are our own usages of a determinate coding passed
down to us like all other products of civilization . . .” (LB, 167). The unveiling
of this determinate coding and the ways in which that coding reinforces the
capitalist power structure lies behind the “schizophrenic” poetry of Perelman,
MccCaffery, Andrews, Silliman, and others.

Evidently for Jameson the material signifier exemplifies the process of
reification in late capitalist society. Even fellow poet Jackson Mac Low asks,
“What could be more of a fetish or more alienated than slices of language
stripped of reference?” (L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 4: 23). Indeed, if all that
these poets were doing was isolating language from its social context, then
they would be perpetuating reification. But is that what Perelman and others
are doing? A material signifier by itself neither perpetuates nor liberates us
from reification. Only how we perceive the social relations inscribed within
the signifier will determine its particular political effect.

A close look at “China” (Primer, 60-61) will illustrate the aesthetic
complexity and political resonance of the poem. The first few lines read as
follows:
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We live on the third world from the sun. Number three.
Nobody tells us what to do.

The people who taught us how to count were being very
kind.

It’s always time to leave.

If it rains, you either have your umbrella or you don't.
The wind blows your hat off.

The sun rises also.

I'd rather the stars didn't describe us to each other; I'd
Rather we do it for ourselves.

The first thing to notice is the role of the title in this poem. The first line, made
up of simple sentences, projects a very broad contextual frame for these
statements. The first sentence, for example, could be said by anyone on earth
familiar with our position in the solar system. The frame can be narrowed
slightly by recognizing that such a statement most often is spoken in a
classroom or in some other teaching context, but the speaker, whether
teacher or pupil, remains obscure. The sentence’s proximity to the title,
however, greatly reduces its contextual scope, implying some relationship to
China, that implication being reinforced by the “third world” pun. The
reiteration of third in “Number three” strengthens the classroom association,
the phrase being spoken, perhaps, by a Chinese student straightforwardly
proclaiming her independence: “Nobody tells us what te do.” Living on the
only known inhabited planet, our actions are not dictated by some other

world. Or as members of a young revolutionary society, the Chinese reject

any external pressure, unlike many other third world nations.

The second line seems to lack any apparent connectior to the first, its
isolation reinforced by the unusual space between the lines. Nevertheless,
there are several possible connections between the two. The possible class-
room theme of the first line becomes explicit in the second. The ambiguity of
tone in the second arises in part from the defiant tone of the first line, leading
us to ask whether we should take the second statement at face value, or read
it as sarcasm, or both. Such ambiguity fits well with the anticapitalist over-
tones of the first line: although mathematics is an important practical tool, it
can also lead to the reduction of things to some arbitrary quantitative value.
And perhaps most ironic is that the people who taught us how to count were
telling us what to do, a hint at the problematic relations between missionary
work and imperialism in China’s recent past (note the past tense).

But how does that lead to “It’s always time to leave”? The past tense of
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line two suggests that those kind of teachers have gone, have been super-
seded. Situations change with time. Thus any attempt to stop change, to
perpetuate the status quo, will naturally meet with resistance. Line three,
then, can be seen as a revolutionary slogan. A second possible meaning to this
line arises, however, when it is followed by “If it rains, you either have your
umbrella or you don't.” If we read line four literally—if we choose not to read
it figuratively as an extension of the revolution theme—then line three
becomes part of a new mini-narrative, leaving the first one behind and
thereby acting out its own axiomatic content. Now someone has left and is
outside, exposed to the weather. If “you” has prepared for a shift in events,
then she has a better chance of weathering the storm that will blow her hat off
in line five. Line six then seems to follow quite naturally if we add a “but” as
the first word. But it also returns to the solar theme of the first line, this time
reversing the perceptual frame from a heliocentric to a geocentric one (as well
as adding a humorous self-conscious literariness in its allusion to Heming-
way, whose characters are tossed around by events more often than taking
control of them as the Chinese do).

The oppression/self-determination theme reaches a provisional climax in
line seven: “I'd rather the stars didn’t describe us to each other; I'd rather we
do it for ourselves.” Besides the astrological allusion, the hint at China’s
geopolitical positioning between the two stars—the USSR and the USA—
returns. The Chinese would rather be a third world. In addition, line seven
hints at the position of the reader, left on her own to participate in the
construction of the poem’s meaning.

As Jameson has suggested, the lines that follow seem much like a docu-
mentary montage of various isolated glimpses of Chinese life under the
revolution (“The landscape is motorized”), a nation just learning how to talk
in the excitement of new uniforms, flags, industry, fireworks, and Utopian
dreams.

What is missing from “China” are the standard syntactical conjunctions
and explicitly coherent subject matter common to everyday speech. But when
have these components been necessary for poetry? At least since Pound’s “In
a Station of the Metro” parataxis to many has seemed the “poetic” form of
juxtaposition, with its demand that the reader fill in the gaps between the
lines, as we have been doing with “China.” Unlike Pound’s poem, however,
the gaps in “China” are not metaphoric but, as in Stein’s Tender Buttons,
metonymic, The meaning of the poem develops along the axis of contiguity,
the sentences establishing an interlocking, sometimes contradictory and
polysemous, series of semantic frames which continually qualify and redirect
the overall narrative movement. (See chapter five for an elaboration on this
syntactical praxis.) The foregrounded structuration of this poem, far from
obliterating the meaning of its content, adds a formal dimension of meaning
quite consistent with the content’s insistence on change, perceptual renewal,
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and self-determination. The structure of the poem itself can be seen as a
metaphor for the historical process that Poulantzas describes in his complex,
conflictual model of the social formation.

Contrary to the implications of Jameson’s schizophrenia analogy, Perel-
man isn’t suggesting that we can do without narration, only that (1) the
particular narrations into which we are inserted are coded justifications for
the status quo, and (2) there are alternative ways of structuring (constituting)
our experiences. Such alternatives foreground our social relations, not reify
them,

Ironically, Perelman and other so-called Language poets can be seen to
meet Jameson's call for a new political art whose “aesthetic of cognitive
mapping” in this confusing postmodern space of late capitalism may achieve
“a breakthrough to some as yet unimaginable new mode of representing [the
world space of multinational capital], in which we may again begin to grasp
our positioning as individual and collective subjects and regain a capacity to
act and struggle which is at present neutralized by our spatial as well as our
social confusion” (“Postmodernism,” 92). The foregrounding of the material-
ity of the signifier at this time is meant to draw attention to the socially
inscribed gestural nature of language, the dialectical consciousness of which
capitalism seeks to repress by valorizing what Ron Silliman calls the “dis-
appearance of the word/appearance of the world syndrome” of realism. Seen
in this coritext, poems like “China” must be taken as critiques of and Utopian
compensation for the reification of language in late capitalism. This critique of
reification is the subject of the next chapter. Its compensation is the subject of
chapter five.

FOUR
I

Realism and Reification

The Poetics and Politics of
Three Language Poets

In the “Politics of Poetry” double issue of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=F magazine
{9710 [October 1979] Bruce Andrews and Charles Bernstein published a
forum on the views of various so-called Language poets on the politics of their
writing. The common editorial procedure for that magazine was to publish
related passages from the works of writers from other fields or times. Thus the
editors included, without accompanying commentary, a passage from Terry
Eagleton’s review of Aesthetics and Politics, a collection of documents from the
famous Brecht-Lukécs debate on realism and modernism. Part of Eagleton’s
passage reads:

Consider this curious paradox. A Marxism which had for too long relegated
signifying practices to the ghostly realms of the superstructure is suddenly con-
fronted by a semiotic theory which stubbomly insists upon the materiality of the
signifier. A notion of the signifier as a mere peg of occasion for a signified, a
transparent container brimfull with the plenitude of a determinate meaning, is
dramatically overturned. On the contrary, the signifier must be grasped as the

- product of material labour inscribed in a specific apparatus—a moment in that
ceaseless work and play of signification whose sheer heterogeneous productivity is
always liable to be repressed by the bland self-possession of sign systems. A
centuries old metaphysic of the signified is rudely subverted: the signified is no
more than that always half-effaced, infinitely deferred effect of signifying practice
which glides impudently out of our reach even as we try to close our fist upon it,
scurrying back as it endlessly does into the privilege of becoming a signifier itself. . .
. The literary names for this are realism and representation. (New Left Review,
21-22)

What role does this passage play in the double issue of
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E? Andrews and Bernstein most likely have read the
rest of Eagleton’s essay and know that the passage is a caricature of the
French journal Tel Quel’s position on realism (a position articulated by Phi-
lippe Sollers, Julia Kristeva, and other frequent contributors). So to what
extent does the above passage characterize, rather than caricature, the view
on realism of a few or more Language poets?
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