
Notes to Appendix 2 
 

1. In Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. Leon S. Roudiez 
(Columbia University Press: New York, 1980), 159-209. 

 
2. There is, of course, more than one variety of feminist criticism, just as there is more than 

one variety of Deconstructionist or Marxist criticism. I will be trying to deal here with what I 
can identify as the broadest common denominators of the movement as I see them and as 
they seem to bear on the question of allegory, and only as I see them bearing on allegory. 
At its worst, feminist criticism reads like Derrida, Marx, and Lacan on an estrogen high; at its 
best, feminist criticism can be more trenchant and more revealing than any of its “sources.” 
It can, and sometimes does, preserve the verbal acuity of Deconstruction and the crucial 
Lacanian perception of eroticized language without losing the political sensitivity of the best 
Marxist analysis. 

 
3. For the clearest and most succinct statement of this, see the Preface to Margaret Homans, 

Bearing the Word: Language and Female Experience in Nineteenth-Century Women’s 
Writing (The University of Chicago Press: Chicago and London, 1986). For a very important 
and provocative critique of the Lacanian notion and use of language from a feminist 
perspective, see Monique David-Menard, Hysteria from Freud to Lacan: Body and Language 
in Psychoanalysis, translated by Catherine Porter (Cornell University Press: Ithaca and 
London, 1989). It is perhaps worth pointing out that one extreme Lacanian position vis-a-vis 
men and women borders very near what almost all feminism despises as “essentialism,” the 
insistence on inherent, sex-coded differences, while another extreme position rooted in 
Lacan – Kristeva’s, e.g.. – comes very, very close to the equally despised Jung. Cf. the role of 
“the Phallic Mother” in Kristeva’s thinking: “No language can sing unless it confronts the 
Phallic Mother. For all that it must not leave her untouched, outside, opposite, against the 
law, the absolute esoteric code. Rather, it must swallow her, eat her, dissolve her, set her 
up like a boundary of the process where ‘I’ with ‘She’ – ‘the other,’ `the mother’ – becomes 
lost” (Desire in Language, 191). 

 
4. I am here echoing at a distance some of the key ideas and language from Kristeva’s essay. 

Consider Pale Fire in the light of this (unavoidably rather lengthy) passage from “The Novel 
as Polylogue”: 

 
Now this is the point: my concern lies in the other, what is heterogeneous, my own 
negation erected as representation, but the consumption of which I can also decipher. 
This heterogeneous object is of course a body that invites me to identify with it (woman, 
child, androgyne?) and immediately forbids any identification; it is not me, it is a non-
me in me, beside me, outside of me, where the me becomes lost. This heterogeneous 
object is a body, because it is a text. I have written down this much abused word and 
insist upon it so that you might understand how much risk there is in a text, how much 
nonidentity, nonauthenticity, impossibility, and corrosiveness it holds for those who 
choose to see themselves within it. A body, a text that bounces back to me echoes of a 
territory that I have lost but that I am seeking within the blackness of dreams in 
Bulgarian, French, Russian, Chinese tones, invocations, lifting up the dismembered, 
sleeping body.... So I listen to the black, heterogeneous territory of the body/text; I coil 



my jouissance within it, I cast it off, I sidestep its own, in a cold fire where murder is no 
longer the murder of the other, but rather, of the other who thought she was I, of me 
who thought I was the other, of me, you, us, of personal pronouns therefore, which no 
longer have much to do with all this. For neither body that has become liquid powder 
nor the shining mercury that founders me can ever abolish a vigil: paternal shadow, 
Being of language? It even calls on me to represent it. “I” continually makes itself over 
again, reposits itself as a displaced, symbolic witness of the shattering where every 
entity was dissolved. “I” returns then and enunciates this intrinsic twisting where it split 
into at least four of us, all challenged by it. “I” pronounces it, and so “I” posits myself – 
“I” socializes myself. This is an indispensable and imperative movement, an abrupt 
about-face when this heterogeneous negative that provoked me to jouissance/death 
sets to work, wants to know itself, to communicate, and consequently, loses itself. To 
communicate, to know . . . . All that is, if I may say so, rather perverted. Language is 
affected by it, the concept is twisted, the murder is disguised as a request that others 
put some rigor in their thinking. No scholar, no orthodox theoretician can find his way 
through any of my essays, unless he has personally experienced this four-sided duel. 
(Desire in Language, 163-64) 

 
This extraordinary passage might easily have been written in propria persona by Charles 
Kinbote, in summary and explanation of what he is attempting in Pale Fire, with “Pale Fire.” 
The external object in which the “me” gets lost (the poem), the body and text and territory 
echoing in diverse tongues (the poem, Wordsmith College, John Shade, Hazel Shade, 
Zembla, Kinbote, Russia, Charles the Beloved, Gradus, “English and Zemblan, English and 
Russian... American and European” [235]), the “cold fire” of a murder that is both self-
murder and murder of the other (Gradus and Shade, the death of Hazel, the disappearance 
of Kinbote, the absorption of “Pale Fire” by Pale Fire), the murder of “personal pronouns” 
(cf. the final paragraphs of Pale Fire, the continual remaking of “I” (ditto): All these and 
more form the surface of Nabokov’s text, the outermost laminae of its layered 
polysemousness – or, if you prefer, polylogy. In the case of Pale Fire and every other 
allegory, the duel is never only dual, is far more than four-sided, and it is wishful thinking on 
part of any of allegory’s readers to restrict to “he” the pronoun that must personally 
experience that duel to find a way through that text/body/territory. 

 
5. J. M. Coetzee, Foe (Viking Penguin: New York, 1987), 5. All quotations will be taken from this 

edition. 
 
6. Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton 

University Press: Princeton, 1953). For example: “the journey is like a silent progress 
through the indeterminate and the contingent, a holding of the breath, a process which has 
no present, which is inserted, like blank duration, between what has passed and what lies 
ahead, and which yet is measured” (10). “[T]he externalization of only so much of the 
phenomena as is necessary for the purpose of the narrative, all else left in obscurity; the 
decisive points of the narrative alone are emphasized, what lies between is nonexistent; 
time and place are undefined and call for interpretation; thoughts and feelings remain 
unexpressed, are only suggested by the silence and the fragmentary speeches; the whole ... 
remains mysterious and ‘fraught with background.’” (11-12) 

 



7. Foe, 7: “‘For readers reared on travelers’ tales, the words desert isle may conjure up a place 
of soft sands and shady trees where brooks run to quench the castaway’s thirst and ripe 
fruit fails into his hand, where no more is asked of him than to drowse the days away till a 
ship calls to fetch him home. But the island on which I was cast away was quite another 
place.’” 

 
8. Alert readers cannot help hearing, in statements like this, echoes of such paradigm 

modernist texts as Sartre’s No Exit (Huis Clos): This kind of paradoxically historical 
predictiveness (18th-century setting, modern sentiments) is also one of the novel’s devices 
of echoing and false-doubling. I will have more to say below about the Dantean nature of 
Susan’s island/Inferno. 

 
9. The significant exceptions to this have occurred since the publication of J. Paul Hunter’s The 

Reluctant Pilgrim (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966) and G. A. Starr’s 
Defoe and Spiritual Autobiography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965). 
Nevertheless, although these landmark studies and others that have followed them have 
changed scholarly perceptions of Defoe’s novel, nothing has yet shaken the widespread 
popular culture status of Robinson Crusoe as near-myth, with whatever set of attendant 
values may be attached to that myth. 

 
10. This is Susan: “Without desire how is it possible to make a story?” (88). 

 
11. Note also that, just two pages previously and in the same conversation with Foe, Susan has 

remarked that “We have lived too close for love, Mr Foe. Friday has grown to be my 
shadow. Do our shadows love us, for all that they are never parted from us?” (115).  

 
12. Note the clear echo of the quasi-mythic jus primae noctis, the supposed prerogative of the 

lord of the manor in every marriage of his servants, retainers, or serfs. 
 
13. Cf. Kristeva, “Novel as Polylogue”: an indispensable and imperative movement, an abrupt 

about-face when this heterogeneous negative . . . wants to know itself, to communicate, 
and consequently, loses itself . . . Language is affected by it, the concept is twisted, the 
murder is disguised as a request that others put some rigor in their thinking. (164). 

 
14. Cf. Kristeva, 163: “A body, a text that bounces back to me echoes of a territory I have lost 

but that I am seeking within the blackness of dreams. . . . So I listen to the black, 
heterogeneous territory of the body/text; I coil my jouissance within it, I cast it off, I 
sidestep its own, in a cold fire where murder is no longer the murder of the other, but 
rather, of the other who thought she was I, of me who thought I was the other. 

 
 
 
 


