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The possibility of literary theory has repeatedly been put at risk by the
apparently simple question “What sort of object is a literary text?”” The
question of the mode of being of the literary work has provoked some of
the most intense critical inquiry of recent times. In the work of Heidegger,
Adorno, and Derrida, the epistemological status of literature, the problem
of language’s claim to true representation, challenges our received
notions of ontology and, ultimately, being itself. Thus the question *“What
is literature?”” frequently sponsors highly philosophical interrogations of
our inherited ways of comprehending the external world.

In Singularities: extremes of theory in the twentieth century Thomas Pepper
addresses this relation between text, commentary, and critical value in
some of the century’s most influential literary theorists. Through a rich
sequence of nuanced close readings of especially demanding philosophical
and literary texts, Pepper challenges the conventional critical response to
questions of philosophical difficulty. Singularities ultimately offers a
critique of the very process of thematic reading itself, and the role
interpretation can meaningfully play in the search for critical value.
Singularities is a highly original interrogation and response to the whole
question of truth and meaning in the work of Adorno, Blanchot, de Man,
Derrida, Heidegger, and Celan.
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The Cambridge Literature, Culture, Theory series is dedicated to theoretical
studies in the human sciences that have literature and culture as their
object of enquiry. Acknowledging the contemporary expansion of cultural
studies and the redefinitions of literature that this has entailed, the series
includes not only original works of literary theory but also monographs
and essay collections on topics and seminal figures from the long history
of theoretical speculation on the arts and human communication generally.
The concept of theory embraced in the series is broad, including not only
the classical disciplines of poetics and rhetoric, but also those of aesthetics,
linguistics, psychoanalysis, semiotics, and other cognate sciences that
have inflected the systematic study of literature during the past half century.
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Thisbook is not written to help anybody. It has never been my aim,
during the course of writing the essays collected here, to provide
anyone - least of all myself — with a set of mini-manuals useful for
the study of the authors whose works are discussed. Nor have 1
seen it as my task to provide a statement of a unifying theme, a red
thread that might run through all of these essays and lead the one
who might follow it to an overwhelming intention. Not a single
one of these exercises was ever conceived of as a conspective
statement about a writer’s work — least of all my own.

The form of much of what is sold in the current eutrophic-entropic
bloom of the critical supermarket is, for the most part, based on a
main title — which encapsulates, more or less wittily, the thematic
concern of the book — followed by a colon, which indicates to the
cursor of the potential scanning mechanism that the words that
follow are names or subjects to be cataloged for access in
storage-and-retrieval systems. It used to be that classification
systems were constructed in order to classify books; now books
are written, subjects — in all senses — are produced, in order to
conform to the standards of those systems.

This time of so-called postmodernity, in which genres are
supposed to be mixed, reveals its truly corporate intention in the
way it classifies books, in a way analogous to that in which the
university system which produces those who write them insists
that would-be apprentices specialize themselves into the most
standardized fields so that they will be capable of being recognized
by the System. This hysteron proteron of the book-production
system and the cynicism and hypocrisy of the academic-unit

Xi
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production system together demonstrate the decadence and
profound lack of imagination of this time. This leveling of
everything into information is the technological correlate of a
nihilistic aestheticism, in which everything is interesting and can
be scanned by the eye without any potential scotomization or
damage. The damage is already done.

Isitsosurprising, then, that we find ourselves in the cliché of the
Middle Ages? It is wars, plagues, chaos, and identity politics at
every level. But the new medievalism has a very contemporary
aspect, too: the intellectual garage sale. Not only in the matter of
what passes for intellectual life, particularly in the United States,
this is not a good time.

It is a time of massive cynicism and universal lying, in which all
qualities have been devalued, or rather suspended, in a wave of
reactive consumer populism that seems both inescapable and
never-ending. It is a time to burrow in and to write for the future,
because there are no readers, and perhaps there never will be
again. This is a hard burden for any book - let alone my first book,
my little Isaac - to bear.

I cannot help feeling somehow preemptied, cheated. It is not
only that now we are postlapsarian and post-Pascalian: even the
idea of the shock experience, as a characterization of what we are
going through, seems remarkably quaint as a kind of description
of the modernity to which, so it is claimed, we no longer belong.
This is an age in which one must be classifiable, so that everything
one says can be dismissed as mere point of view.

How many voices are there? Very few. But if one wants to have
one’s own, it is necessary to have apprenticed oneself to the ones
there are. And so it is necessary to have chosen them with the
greatest care; to have been their student; to have listened to them;
to have faced them; to have measured oneself with and against only
the strongest and the most productive — but never to have been
locked into the boredom and ultimate self-disappointment of
discipleship. To have dallied with it — yes, inevitably; to have seen
the depression — yes; to have endured the confrontation — and
survived.

But survival is a lonely issue. One is one’s only witness. And
how can I present an account of my singular experiences?
Somebody has to write and somebody has to tell the truth.

Under the pretense of objectivity, a vulgar theoretism has taken

xii
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over, a theoretism that is blind to its history. Even though I am
more or less conventionally captioned as a theorist, a literary
theorist, whatever—I think of those T-shirts that say “model/waiter/
whatever”” — I cannot make any pretense to some kind of lie of
objective interest in the objects I have chosen here. I prefer to state
my nonobjectivity and my partiality here at the outset. If I am
going anywhere,  am moving towards the space where I can show
that it is obsessions, which are always those of a subject or of
subjects, that show something of the true, not the universal lie of
interests. Interests are interesting at one moment, no longer
interesting the next. Obsessions last. Interest is the defensive
screen of obsession.

Explaining how something so apparently subjective as an
obsession can and does have a relation to the true, and that this
might be of more than passing interest to the reader-scanner, is
very difficult indeed. The first step is to say that I do not think that
obsessions are simply personal or simply subjective. I live in the
world just as everybody else does, and therefore I cannot - falsely
— pretend to say that anything I have to say is so radical,
revolutionary, and original that it has no relation to the Out There
whereI too am. To do so would be to price myself out of the market.

If I were to say something so silly, how could anybody possibly
have access to what I do say (supposing they cared to try, which is
not a given)? As long as one writes about words signed with other
people’s names — as long as one writes — one is in a public space
along with everybody else. So it is not a matter of subjective
impressions.

When Freud self-consciously began the century with the attempt
to try to situate his own dreams within the realm of science, he
began down this road upon which I find myself. In any case, I find
this road to be the only logically possible hope — not only for the
reasons stated above, but also because it is a questioning, critical
road, one upon which I find myself thinking about how stories,
particulars, texts, bear some relation to the truth, also about how
something that must be called knowledge of this truth is produced,
even if it is not itself capable of being reproduced.

This road allows me to ask my questions starting out from the
language in which the sediments of the production of such truth
are to be found. There isn’t anything else, really, to go on. Long
ago, I left behind any impulse to state the truth in some perspicuously

xiii
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stable and universal form. In the realm of reading and writing,
which is where I am, such attempts — attempts toward a theory of
this or that — always fail to satisfy. They renounce being able to
account for what is to be found in the reading of any given or
chosen particular, and thus they renounce their claim to bring a set
of phenomena under the control of a concept or of a set of concepts.
Such theories - of something called narrative, for example, a word
I have never understood, even if I use it sometimes — are today’s
version of the vulgarity of a theory of truth by correspondence.
Since the phenomena do not correspond to the theory in any
compelling way, they reveal only the theory’s own desire for
control, and ultimately, its despair over its lack of control. One can
either dispense with the theory (unless it is a statement — not a
theory — about the limitations of theory) or with the phenomena
(Hegel: “’so much worse for the facts”). And a fortiori for all the
-isms that have fallen out of what is now called High Theory -
tinged as this expression is with a nostalgia for a time when people
were smarter, if more naive. The -isms, those misérables of the
academy, are all more vulgar and more cynical and more
opportunistic than Theory ever was — even if the existence of
Theory itself is only a phobic, defensive aftereffect, the reac-
tion-formation mirage of the institutional marketplace. It is
unfortunate that those concerned, the practitioners of this magical
art, rushed to this word and took it upon themselves as a name.

WhenIstarted putting these things together I felt like the old, tired
J. E. Sebastian in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner, who takes a cyborg
named Pris, whose brain he has designed, into his apartment, itself
crammed with the more mechanical toys he has invented to keep
him company among the ruins. He introduces her to them and
says: “‘These are my friends, I make them — I make them.”

Happily I could never say the same. Now I remember the story
of one of the world’s more famous and enduring rock stars. Once
asked why he didn't visit his children, he responded, “‘Because I
don’t know who they are.”

There are so many names hidden in this book. I prefer not to
make any more unfair use of them by chanting them again at the
moments where they themselves cry out. Their own music
appears in the proper places, along with strains of Shostakovich’s
Preludes and Fugues and the ballads of Caetano Veloso. I do not

xiv
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