CHAPTER 2: BECKETT
D.— But must we really deplore the painting that admits ‘the things and creatures of spring, resplendent with desire and affirmation, ephemeral no doubt, but immortally reiterant’, not in order to benefit by them, not in order to enjoy them, but in order that what is tolerant and radiant in the world may continue?  Are we really to deplore the painting that is a rallying, among the things of time that pass and hurry us away, towards a time that endures and gives increase?” 

B.— (Exit weeping)



(“Three Dialogues”)

Beckett and Hegemony

In the preceding chapter, we attempted to make connections at a variety of levels between Kafka’s historical situation and the model of capitalist hegemony we identified in Der Prozess and Das Schloß.  We found aspects of Kafka’s biography, of the sociology of Kafka’s Prague and more generally of Austria-Hungary, and even more generally of early twentieth century western capitalism that could be seen as entering into and being transformed in this model of hegemony.  At another very general level, we saw these texts reveal the roles of language and of conventions of representation as components of hegemony.  At this level in particular, it was evident how literature could make a concrete contribution to the struggle against capitalist hegemony by questioning conventions of representation, and by taking advantage of the potential of language to generate new perspectives and undermine habitual ones.  It is this aspect of the struggle against hegemony that I see Beckett pursuing in a superficially hopeless, but ultimately productive manner in his investigation of language and representation in his trilogy Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable.


Beckett himself describes his artistic project in strictly apolitical terms.  In a review of a volume of poetry by Denis Devlin, he speaks unambiguously of the “relief of poetry free to be derided (or not) on its own terms and not in those of the politicians, antiquaries (Geleerte) and zealots,” and explains that

Art has always been this—pure interrogation, rhetorical question less the rhetoric—whatever else it may have been obliged by the “social reality” to appear, but never more freely so than now, when social reality…has severed the connection. (D 91)

More famously, Beckett has urged that art should limit itself to

The expression that there is nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to express, no power to express, together with the obligation to express. (D 139)

—although this “manifesto” is qualified by its context in Beckett’s ironic “dramatic” summary of his conversations with Georges Duthuit in “Three Dialogues,” the last of which ends with “B.” “remembering warmly” to conclude that “Yes, yes, I am mistaken, I am mistaken” (D 145).


If I nevertheless speak of Beckett “pursuing the struggle against capitalist hegemony,” I mean this in the sense evident from the Introduction, and explored practically in the preceding chapter, that a struggle against our subjection to language and conventions of representation is inevitably a struggle against hegemony as it currently exists.  As Linda Hutcheon writes in arguing for the political relevance of the postmodern literature she sees as “raising the question of the supposed transparency of representation,”

a study of representation becomes…an exploration of the way in which narratives and images structure how we see ourselves and how we construct our notions of self, in the present and in the past. (Pol. PM 7)

In this section, I want to discuss specifically what the trilogy reveals about the hegemonic functions of language and conventions of representation as constitutive of our world, rather than transparently reflective of it, in order to be able to examine in the following section the extent to which these novels open up an escape from these hegemonic limitations.  Beckett once praised the plays of O’Casey because “he discerns the principle of disintegration in even the most complacent solidities, and activates it to their explosion” (D 82).  My claim in this chapter is that Beckett could have said this of himself.  


Beckett’s simplest attack on the transparency of representation can itself be seen as a convention of literary representation, namely, an account within the text of the text’s production that raises questions about the authenticity of the text.  Thus Molloy informs us that he has “forgotten how to spell…, and half the words” (7), yet the text we read is perfectly spelled, and, although generally kept in simple language, requires some recourse to the dictionary for all but the most erudite reader.  Having seen Moran come to resemble Molloy more and more in the course of his story, one is tempted to wonder if Moran’s story is chronologically the beginning of Molloy’s story, in which case its placement in the second half of Molloy might represent another “editorial intrusion,” as Molloy, who says that he “began at the beginning, like an old ballocks” reports that the man who gives him money in return for pages told him he had “begun all wrong” (8).
  How a publisher might have become interested in Molloy’s (or Malone’s, let alone the Unnamable’s…) writing cannot even be seriously asked, of course.  H. Porter Abbott describes Malone Dies as the “extremest example” he knows (and hence perhaps an intentional “travesty”) of the convention of the “intercalated or retrospective narrative,” which requires “that the narrative we read is written by at least one of its principal characters and that the time of its writing is contained by the time of the events recorded” (Harpooned Notebook 123).  We follow the production of the text in detail, with careful descriptions of the tattered exercise book and the diminishing pencil which Malone sharpens at both ends with his nails, as Beckett moves “closer and closer to the page, suddenly [bringing] the document itself into focus before plunging on through it into the ‘Where now?  Who now?  When now?’ of the document that follows” (125).  Abbott notes the extreme variation in Malone Dies of the tradition of manuscripts that “have been scorched and water-soaked, rescued from fire, eaten by worms, stuffed in boxes, lost, buried, bottled and floated upon the sea”:

Never has there been so wasted a moribund.  Rarely has the room in which he writes been so thoroughly an enclosure, so thoroughly an expression of his isolation.  And rarely has the document itself been so continually at risk.  Its existence depends not on a pen but on a pencil—and one so used that its life is barely that of the writer.  Sharpened at both ends, it is reduced by the last pages to a small piece of lead.  As for the exercise-book, it gets lost, falls on the floor, at one point is “harpooned” by Malone with his stick. (124-5)

The existence of the exercise book is presented as a kind of miracle: “Knowing perfectly well I had no exercise book, I rummaged in my possessions in the hope of finding one.  I was not disappointed, not surprised.  If tomorrow I needed an old love-letter I would adopt the same method” (209).  The physical unlikelihood that Malone could be writing in his decrepit state is supplemented by the impossibility of passages such as

I fear I must have fallen asleep again.  In vain I grope, I cannot find my exercise-book.  But I still have the pencil in my hand.  I shall have to wait for day to break.  God knows what I am going to do till then. (T 208)

All questions of this sort are finally superseded by the Unnamable’s meditation on how he can be writing, motionless in his vague and dim environment: 

How, in such conditions, can I write, to consider only the manual aspect of that bitter folly?  I don’t know.  I could know.  But I shall not know.  Not this time.  It is I who write, who cannot raise my hand from my knee.  It is I who think, just enough to write, whose head is far. (301)

By the time the Unnamable is able to dismiss this basic question so easily, the trilogy has raised much more fundamental questions about representation, so that such practical questions about how the text is produced and what can happen before it reaches a reader are revealed as addressing only the most superficial kind of obstacle to the communication of what Beckett at one point called “essential reality” (P 55—but we will soon see the trilogy destroy this concept).


A more profound attack on the transparency of representation can be seen in the extreme unreliability of Beckett’s narrators, itself another extreme version of a traditional literary motif.  Thus Moran ends his narrative by undoing its beginning: “Then I went back into the house and wrote, It is midnight.  The rain is beating on the windows.  It was not midnight.  It was not raining” (176).  But as Moran’s emphatic statement of his own unreliability already suggests, we are not merely dealing here with willful or careless misrepresentation on the part of the narrators.  Indeed, we will see that Beckett’s narrators as often take great care to express themselves as precisely as possible (while still dismissing everything they write as “lies”), as they flaunt their indifference to such precision. 


One factor compromising the reliability of Beckett’s narrators is their erratic memory.  They never allow us to forget their bad memory throughout the trilogy, sometimes referring to it indifferently, as above, sometimes regretting it, but increasingly rejoicing in it as the trilogy progresses, especially in The Unnamable, where we repeatedly read of both Worm and the Unnamable that inability to think or remember is the best defence against the “voices” by which they are tormented.
  To some extent this unreliable memory is simply an aspect of the mental decay corresponding to the physical decay characteristic of Beckett’s characters.  Thus Molloy informs us at the outset that

All grows dim.  A little more and you’ll go blind.  It’s in the head.  It doesn’t work any more, it says, I don’t work any more.  You go dumb as well and sounds fade.  The threshhold scarcely crossed that’s how it is.  It’s the head.  It must have had enough. (8)

Memory is also obviously limited by the capacity of the senses to register the original impression, and this limitation is emphasized throughout in Beckett: although there are times when Beckett’s characters are remarkably sharp in their perception of detail (as we will discuss in the next section), it is more common for their senses, notably of sight and hearing, to take part in the general decay of their bodies.  Furthermore, this physical decay is often compounded by extreme inattention.


More complicated is the interrelation of memory and reason.  Towards the end of his story of A and C, Molloy wonders,

…I am perhaps confusing several different occasions, and different times, deep down, and deep down is my dwelling, oh not deepest down, somewhere between the mud and the scum.  And perhaps it was A one day at one place, then C another at another, then a third the rock and I, and so on for the other components, the cows, the sky, the sea, the mountains.  I can’t believe it.  No, I will not lie, I can easily conceive it. (14)

In the above passage, Molloy suspects that his memory has been contaminated by the synthesizing activity of reason.  At other times, as we will see, analytical reason is suspected of hypostasizing concrete memories out of vague experiences.  The interaction of memory, reason, and perception is already an important topic in Beckett’s early monograph on Proust, in which Beckett approaches the inadequacy of “voluntary memory” by a discussion of habit.  He argues that habit is the “lightning conductor…of existence” (P 8), whose function it is “to spare its victim the spectacle of reality” (10), and hence “the suffering of being” (8).  Habit operates by means of the synthesizing and abstracting powers of reason, 

its action being precisely to hide the essence—the Idea—of the object in the haze of conception—preconception.  Normally we are in the position of the tourist…, whose aesthetic experience consists in a series of identifications and for whom Baedeker is the end rather than the means.” (11)

Reason and habit conspire to view the data of perception in relation to the subject, whose subjectivity thus “contaminates” perception: “The observer infects the observed with his own mobility” (6).  Our attention is drawn to this at the beginning of Molloy, in the story of A and C again, as Molloy attributes to C an anxiety for which there seems to be no evidence:

I watched him recede, overtaken (myself) by his anxiety, at least by an anxiety which was not necessarily his, but of which as it were he partook.  Who knows if it wasn’t my own anxiety overtaking him. (T 10)

Our perception is thus distorted and blunted by the habits of reason until circumstances change so radically that habit can no longer account for them, at which point the time it takes for a new habit to be formed constitutes “the perilous zones in the life of the individual, dangerous, precarious, painful, mysterious and fertile” (P 8),

when the object is perceived as particular and unique and not merely the member of a family, when it appears independent of any general notion and detached from the sanity of a cause, isolated and inexplicable in the light of ignorance…, a source of enchantment.” (11)

But in retrospect even these special moments of clarity are lost to voluntary memory, dulled and blinded by

the prejudice of the intelligence which abstracts from any given sensation, as being illogical and insignificant, a discordant and frivolous intruder, whatever word or gesture, sound or perfume, cannot be fitted into the puzzle of a concept. (53)


In Proust, Beckett speaks approvingly of Proust’s concept of “involuntary memory,” according to which a special conjunction of circumstances can bring back to consciousness the “essential reality” (55) of a past experience, not as it was consciously formed at the time through the lenses of habit and reason, but as it was registered “unconsciously” by our inattention:

Strictly speaking, we can only remember what has been registered by our extreme inattention and stored in that ultimate and inaccessible dungeon of our being to which Habit does not possess the key, and does not need to, because it contains none of the hideous and useful paraphernalia of war. (18)

But as Lawrence Miller argues, Beckett, in his account of Proust’s view of the limitations of perception, and of the role of art in overcoming these, “is intrigued by these limitations alone, and by the elaboration of their oppressive quality” (30), and much less by the possibilities of involuntary memory.  Certainly Proustian “involuntary memory” does not figure in Beckett’s fiction, and this makes sense in the light of the fiction’s extension of Beckett’s investigation of the limitations of perception to include the effects of language, for which involuntary memory could no longer provide a remedy, as will be evident from our discussion below.


In the terms of the above discussion, one could characterize Beckett’s approach in the trilogy to the limitations of perception (and hence of memory) by saying that language and reason appear as fundamental, inescapable “habits” conditioning perception.  Words create false certainties, establish the illusion of definite boundaries in the place of vagueness and intermingling.  Thus Molloy is forced to summarily qualify his account of his thoughts and experiences towards the end of his account in a passage echoed frequently but more briefly throughout the trilogy:

And when I say I said etc., all I mean is that I knew confusedly things were so, without knowing exactly what it was all about.  And every time I say, I said this, or I said that, or speak of a voice saying, far away inside me, Molloy, and then a fine phrase more or less clear and simple, or find myself compelled to attribute to others intelligible words, or hear my own voice uttering to others more or less articulate sounds, I am merely complying with the convention that demands you either lie or hold your peace.  For what really happened was quite different….  In reality I said nothing at all, but I heard a murmur, something gone wrong with the silence….  And then sometimes there arose within me, confusedly, a kind of consciousness, which I express by saying, I said, etc., or, Don’t do it Molloy, or, Is that your mother’s name? said the sergeant, I quote from memory.  Or which I express without sinking to the level of oratio recta, but by means of other figures quite as deceitful, as for example, It seemed to me that…, for it seemed to me nothing at all…, but simply somewhere something had changed, so that I too had to change, or the world too had to change, in order for nothing to be changed. (88)

I see the ability of Beckett’s protagonists to perceive the arbitrary precision of words in this way as what fundamentally sets them apart from their surroundings: language does not come naturally to them, and so “common sense” does not come naturally to them.  They are outcasts who are repulsive and frightening to “normal” people: Molloy speaks of being addressed in “that tone I know, compounded of pity, of fear, of disgust” (12) and has to hide in the mornings when ordinary people “wake up hale and hearty, their tongues hanging out for order, beauty and justice, baying for their due” (67); Malone writes that his acquaintances, Jackson, Johnson, Wilson, Nicholson and Watson, all “found me disgusting” (218) and expects any visitors he might have to “spend…the day glaring at me in anger and disgust” (273).  Beckett gives, with evident relish, ample physical evidence about Molloy and company to explain this disgust, but their physically repulsive behavior is only a symptom of a much more fundamental alienation from what are to everyone else perfectly natural and self-evident conventions.  Molloy tells us that his notions are “without an atom of common sense or lucidity” (68), and explains that

if I have always behaved like a pig, the fault lies not with me but with my superiors, who corrected me only on points of detail instead of showing me the essence of the system, after the manner of the great English schools, and the guiding principles of good manners, and how to proceed, without going wrong, from the former to the latter, and how to trace back to its ultimate source a given comportment.  For that would have allowed me, before parading in public certain habits such as the finger in the nose, the scratching of the balls, digital emunction and the peripatetic piss, to refer them to the first rules of a reasoned theory.  On this subject I had only negative and empirical notions, which means that I was in the dark, most of the time…. (25)

This is not to say that the ability to perceive the inadequacy of words to express the complexity of sensory data and of personal experience is entirely limited to Beckett’s radically singular protagonists: in attenuated form, and with much less alienating consequences, it can also be attributed to “ordinary” people such as A and C.  Thus Molloy describes how C might have perceived from a distance the mountainous landscape in which he is now walking:

From there he must have seen it all, the plain, the sea, and then these self-same hills, that some call mountains, indigo in places in the evening light, their serried ranges crowding to the skyline, cloven with hidden valleys that the eye divines from sudden shifts of colour and then from other signs for which there are no words, nor even thoughts. (9-10)

The inescapability of language on which Beckett insists in the trilogy does not mean, then, that our perceptions are absolutely determined by language, but rather, that language exerts a constant pressure on these perceptions, enlisting the abstracting and synthesizing powers of reason to bring the perceptions in line with our concepts.  This pressure, the most fundamental hegemonic pressure, is ordinarily imperceptible, when we use language “automatically,” but as we have seen to be the case with hegemonic pressure in previous chapters, it becomes an intolerable agony as soon as it is noticed.  Watt becomes aware of this pressure when he enters Mr. Knott’s house, where he “found himself in the midst of things which, if they consented to be named, did so as it were with reluctance” (W 81):

Looking at a pot, for example, or thinking of a pot, at one of Mr Knott’s pots, of one of Mr Knott’s pots, it was in vain that Watt said, Pot, pot.  Well, perhaps not quite in vain, but very nearly.  For it was not a pot, the more he looked, the more he reflected, the more he felt sure of that, that it was not a pot at all.  It resembled a pot, it was almost a pot, but it was not a pot of which one could say, Pot, pot, and be comforted.  It was in vain that it answered, with unexceptionable adequacy, all the purposes, and performed all the offices, of a pot, it was not a pot.  And it was just this hairbreadth departure from the nature of a true pot that so excruciated Watt.  For if the approximation had been less close, then Watt would have been less anguished.  For then he would not have said, This is a pot, and yet not a pot, no, but then he would have said, This is something of which I do not know the name. (81)

We are given a long description of how this pressure operates with respect to the incident of the Galls, father and son, who come to tune Mr. Knott’s piano.  This incident “resists formulation,” we are told, and Watt considers himself to be “neither wholly successful nor wholly unsuccessful” in putting into words what happened.  As long as the incident resists formulation, he is tormented by it: it “revisited him in such a way that he was forced to submit to it all over again”; it returns “at the most unexpected moments, and the most inopportune” (76).  Putting the event into adequate words is the only way to prevent its return: “to explain had always been to exorcise, for Watt” (78).  This recalls our earlier discussion of the emptiness of the “formed” impressions preserved in voluntary memory: the original experience has been so altered and reduced that one may as well speak of its having been “exorcized,” instead of being remembered.  So if a “successful” formulation of the incident exorcises it, then what Watt means by his being “neither wholly successful nor wholly unsuccessful” in describing the Galls’ visit, is that “the hypothesis evolved lost its virtue , after one or two applications, and had to be replaced by another, which in due course ceased to be of the least assistance, and so on” (78).  The narrator is “tempted to wonder” as a result whether some of the events narrated to him as separate incidents “are not in reality the same incident, variously interpreted” by such a succession of hypotheses (78).  The pressure exerted by language is expressed most clearly in the following passage, explaining that even though Watt is quite aware that his reference to the incident as the visit of the Galls may only reflect the most recent in an entirely contingent series of hypotheses,

Watt was obliged to think, and speak, of the incident, even at the moment of its taking place
, as the incident of the Galls and the piano, if he was to think and speak of it at all, and it may be assumed that Watt would never have thought or spoken of such incidents, if he had not been under the absolute necessity of doing so. (79)

What changes between Watt and the trilogy is that in the former, the situation is described as though the impression returns unchanged in its original form each time, as it were shaking off the pressure of each successive verbalization attempted by Watt, whereas in the trilogy, Molloy and his successors are always conscious of the deformation of their experience by language, and are quite unable to recover it in an “original” form.


I have argued that Molloy and company stand out because they, like Watt at Mr. Knott’s house, are aware of this pressure, so that it cannot automatically and insensibly form their impressions.  We can see how this works in attempting to understand Molloy’s remark that “When I wake I see the first things quite clearly, the first things that offer, and I understand them, when they are not too difficult….  It is then too that the meaning of words is least obscure to me,” so that he is able to ask a passing shepherd a question “with tranquil assurance” (T 28), instead of having as usual to rehearse it (as when he resolves to ask what town he is in (31-2, and again 63)).  This remark is illuminated a few pages later by another passage describing Molloy’s curious relation to language, from which it becomes clear that his relative facility with words and with perception when he wakes up is actually to be seen as a sign of exceptional fatigue, and not of clarity.  He is explaining how it can be that he does not remember the name of his town: 

I had been living so far from words so long, you understand, that it was enough for me to see my town, since we’re talking of my town, to be unable, you understand.  It’s too difficult to say, for me.  And even my sense of identity was wrapped in a namelessness often hard to penetrate, as we have just seen I think.  And so on for all the other things which made merry with my senses.  Yes, even then, when already all was fading, waves and particles, there could be no things but nameless things, no names but thingless names.  I say that now, but after all what do I know now about then, now when the icy words hail down upon me, the icy meanings, and the world dies too, foully named. (31)  

Despite their extreme physical decay, Molloy and the others are thus able to maintain their distance from language, and their awareness of the pressure exerted by it.  “Even then, when already all was fading,” names and things remain hard to associate for Molloy, as they are for the Unnamable: “I must have forgotten them, I must have mixed them up, these nameless images I have, these imageless names, these windows I should perhaps rather call doors, at least by some other name, and this word man which is perhaps not the right one for the thing I see when I hear it” (407).  Only at the very end, as Molloy is writing in his mother’s room, waiting to die, is the world “foully named,” and this is its death.  Beckett’s narrators’ lack of facility with language, which initially appears as just another aspect of their decrepitude, is in fact an enormous effort, and their longing for the end cannot, in the light of the enormity of this effort, be dismissed as irrational feebleness,  We will pursue this further in the next section.


An important aspect of this lack of facility with language is Beckett’s narrators’ absurd uncertainty about names.  Molloy, who has told us explicitly that his “sense of identity was wrapped in a namelessness often hard to penetrate,” is exceedingly pleased when he is able to remember his name and tell it to a policeman: “And suddenly I remembered my name, Molloy.  My name is Molloy, I cried, all of a sudden, now I remember.” (22-3).  An aspect of the disintegration of Moran’s former self-confident precision is that he cannot even remember Molloy’s name with certainty: “What I heard in my soul I suppose, where the acoustics are so bad, was a first syllable, Mol, followed almost at once by a second, very thick, as though gobbled by the first, and which might have been oy as it might have been ose, or one, or even oc” (112).
  Malone changes Saposcat’s name to Macmann for no clear reason when he “finds him again” (“Sapo—no, I can’t call him that any more, and I even wonder how I was able to stomach such a name till now.” (229)); the Unnamable decides just as randomly that he will henceforth refer to Basil as Mahood: “I’ll call him Mahood instead, I prefer that, I’m queer” (309).


The difficulty with names culminates in the Unnamable’s literal namelessness.  The Unnamable’s inability to say “I” repeats this difficulty with naming in the first person.  It too can be seen in less intense form in the first two books of the trilogy.  “If I go on long enough calling that my life I’ll end up by believing it.  It’s the principle of advertising,” Molloy writes at one point (directly recalling our arguments above about the pressure exerted on perception and memory by its verbalization) (53).  This sounds like the Unnamable’s hope/fear that he will eventually believe that the stories of Mahood and Worm are his story, as does Malone’s reference to his “current” identity as one in a series, “I mean the business of Malone (since that is what I am called now)” (222).
  Earlier, Malone explains that he is keeping written track of his life in his exercise book “because it is no longer I, I must have said so long ago, but another whose life is just beginning” (208).
  It sometimes seems to Malone that he is in a head (“But thence to conclude the head is mine, no, never” (221)), a hypothesis the Unnamable repeatedly considers (e.g. 303).


Proper names and the word “I” promise a self that is unified and stable; by refusing to use them unproblematically, the trilogy begins to reveal this unity and stability as illusions created by language.  The change in Saposcat’s name after the break in his story draws attention to Malone’s uncertainty as to whether he has indeed found the same man, and invites speculation as to the possible meanings of that question.  The alternation between the names Marguerite and Madeleine draws attention to the inconsistency of Marguerite’s/Madeleine’s behavior towards Mahood in his jar.  Molloy’s and Malone’s doubts about their identity (and the multiple variations of Molloy’s name considered by Moran) underscore the radical inconsistencies in their behavior, and their predilection for contradicting themselves, as well as the unexplained ruptures between their past and present.  


The possibility of saying “I” is questioned more radically by Moran’s transformation, in the course of his account, from a “pathologically bourgeois” man obsessed with order, sadistic discipline, material possessions, security, and a punctilious maintenance of “proper” appearances, into a man very much resembling Molloy.  It is as though Moran were “infected” by Molloy’s distance from language and common sense (an infection that does not, of course, prevent him any more than Molloy from writing a clear and eloquent account of his bizarre experiences)—but the infection does not come to him from without.  Gaber’s message merely activates what was already within Moran:

Molloy, or Mollose, was no stranger to me….  I…knew nothing of the circumstances in which I had learnt of his existence.  Perhaps I had invented him, I mean found him ready made in my head.  There is no doubt one sometimes meets with strangers who are not entire strangers, through their having played a part in certain cerebral reels….  [This] was happening to me then, or I was greatly mistaken.  For who could have spoken to me of Molloy if not myself and to whom if not to myself could I have spoken of him?  …If anyone else had spoken to me of Molloy I would have requested him to stop and I myself would not have confided his existence to a living soul for anything in the world. (111-2)

In Lacanian terms, one could say that the “unconscious” Molloy lurking in Moran’s mind is the concomitant of Moran’s entry into language; in our terms, the entry into language requires “forgetting” that language constructs rather than re-presents, in the manner discussed at length above, and the mention of Molloy “activates” this knowledge, thereby precipitating Moran’s transformation.  “How little one is at one with oneself, good God,” Moran exclaims, “I who prided myself on being a sensible man, cold as crystal and as free from spurious depth” (113).  


Moran realizes that in order for him to say “I” when speaking of his past, 

that must again be unknown to me which is no longer so and that again fondly believed which then I fondly believed, at my setting out.  And if I occasionally break this rule, it is only over details of little importance.  And in the main I observe it.  And with such zeal that I am far more he who finds than he who tells what he has found…. (133)

This is not just relevant in extreme cases like Moran’s.  Already in Proust, Beckett writes 

We are not merely weary because of yesterday, we are other, no longer what we were before the calamity of yesterday….  We are disappointed at the nullity of what we are pleased to call attainment.  But what is attainment?  The identification of the subject with the object of his desire.  The subject has died—and perhaps many times—on the way.  For subject B to be disappointed by the banality of an object chosen by subject A is as illogical as to expect one’s hunger to be dissipated by the specatcle of Uncle eating his dinner. (P 3)

Here the transition from each moment to the next is seen as constituting a rupture in the identity of the subject qualitatively no different from those we have seen between Saposcat and Macmann, between the Molloy, Moran or Malone who is writing, and the Molloy, Moran or Malone being written about.  And indeed Molloy, Moran and Malone can be seen to change from moment to moment as they are writing, an inconstancy that is reflected in the form of the narrative: as Iser observes, “the sentence construction in [Molloy] and in the subsequent novels is frequently composed of direct contradictions.  A statement is followed by the immediate retraction of what has been stated” (Iser 71-2).


Both synchronically and diachronically, then, subjectivity is revealed to be radically unstable, and the “I” highly problematic.  But despite my rhetoric of radicality and rupture, I cannot claim that this is news today, nor that it was unheard of when Beckett wrote the trilogy, decades after Nietzsche and Freud, Woolf and Joyce, when Lacan was already in his late 40s.  But Beckett investigates the inseparability of subjectivity from language in a distinctive manner.  In order to discuss this, we need to look at the insistent references of the trilogy’s narrators to voices murmuring in their head.


Molloy speaks of “imperatives” he hears, which mostly concern the need to visit his mother (Molloy’s central concern, if he can be said to have one: “it was no small matter and I was bent on it.  All my life, I think, I had been bent on it” (64)).  The origin of these imperatives is not discussed, but he obeys them unquestioningly: 

I have always been inclined to submit to them, I don’t know why.  For they never led me anywhere, but tore me from places where, if all was not well, all was no worse than anywhere else, and then went silent, leaving me stranded.  So I knew my imperatives well, and yet I submitted to them.  It had become a habit….  Yes, these imperatives were quite explicit and even detailed until, having set me in motion at last, they began to falter, then went silent, leaving me there like a fool who neither knows where he is going nor why he is going there. (86-7)

This is already quite similar to the Unnamable’s observation that it is characteristic for “them” to begin one of their stories and then to fall silent, expecting him to continue the story on his own—and the Unnamable’s inability to do this corresponds to Molloy’s being “like a fool who neither knows where he is going nor why he is going there” when his imperatives falter.  Moran has much more to say on the subject of hearing voices, which is one aspect of his transformation.  He first hears the voice on his way home, and tells us laconically, “I paid no attention to it” (170), but he soon abandons this indifference; in particular, he is writing his report at its urging (176).  Like Molloy, Moran learns to follow the voice’s commands unquestioningly, and is helplessly at a loss when it ceases:

the voice I listen to needs no Gaber to make it heard.  For it is within me and exhorts me to continue to the end the faithful servant I have always been, of a cause that is not mine, and patiently fulfill in all its bitterness my calamitous part, as it was my will, when I had a will, that others should.  And this with hatred in my heart, and scorn, of my master and his designs.  Yes, it is rather an ambiguous voice and not always easy to follow, in its reasonings and decrees….  And I feel I shall follow it from this day forth, no matter what it commands.  And when it ceases, leaving me in doubt and darkness, I shall wait for it to come back, and do nothing, even though the whole world, through the channel of its innumerable authorities speaking with one accord, should enjoin upon me this and that, under pain of unspeakable punishments. (132)

Malone has less to say on the subject of inner voices, but does speak, towards the end of Malone Dies, of an “innumerable babble, like a multitude whispering,” which he does not understand (274).
  This sounds like a transition from the imperatives heard by Molloy and Moran to the sometimes clear, sometimes inaudible, sometimes single, sometimes multiple voices described by the Unnamable.  


Molloy’s, Moran’s and Malone’s description of voices telling them what to do or simply murmuring is a significant step in the direction of the Unnamable’s radical refusal (or inability) to identify with the voices he represents as speaking to him.  In The Unnamable, this refusal is the central issue:  “I seem to speak, it is not I, about me, it is not about me” (291).  The entire text is ostensibly a transcription of what is said by the voices the Unnamable hears, which are said to be engaged in the project of persuading the Unnamable that he himself is in fact the speaker.  

Warmth, ease, conviction, the right manner, as if it were my own voice, pronouncing my own words, words pronouncing me alive, since that’s how they want me to be, I don’t know why, with their billions of quick, their trillions of dead, that’s not enough for them, I too must contribute my little convulsion, mewl, howl, gasp and rattle, loving my neighbour and blessed with reason.  But what is the right manner, I don’t know.  It is they who dictate this torrent of balls, they who stuffed me full of these groans that choke me.  And out it all pours unchanged, I have only to belch to be sure of hearing them, the same old sour teachings I can’t change a tittle of.  A parrot, that’s what they’re up against, a parrot. (335)

He insists that he understands nothing of what he is saying, “I never understood a word of it in any case” (325), that he remembers it just long enough to repeat it: “I’m a second behind them, I remember a second, for the space of a second, that is to say long enough to blurt it out, as received, while receiving the next, which is none of my business either” (368).  The doubt and contempt expressed by the Unnamable with regard to the efforts of the voices to make him identify with them are themselves said to be part of the “transmission,” a trick to persuade the Unnamable that he must have a self that can generate these doubts and this contempt: 

Do they believe I believe it is I who am speaking?  That’s theirs too.  To make me believe I have an ego all my own, and can speak of it, as they of theirs.  Another trap to snap me up among the living.  It’s how to fall into it they can’t have explained to me sufficiently.  They’ll never get the better of my stupidity.  Why do they speak to me thus?  Is it possible certain things change on their passage through me, in a way they can’t prevent?  Do they believe I believe it is I who am asking these questions?  That’s theirs too, a little distorted perhaps. (345-6)

Pursuing this dizzying logic, the “that’s theirs too” would of course itself also be part of the “transmission”; more importantly, it can be applied to any assertion whatever in the text.  The Unnamable periodically resolves unsuccessfully to speak exclusively in the third person, representing this decision itself as just another clever trick of the voices, and failing to fulfill it even as he announces it: “I shall not say I again, ever again, it’s too farcical.  I shall put in its place, whenever I hear it, the third person, if I think of it.  Anything to please them.” (355).


At the other extreme, we find periodic admissions that the voices are an invention of the speaker, created to deflect “a mere tittle” of his suffering:

Let them be gone now, them and all the others, those I have used and those I have not used, give me back the pains I lent them and vanish, from my life, my memory, my terrors and shames.  There, now there is no one here but me, no one wheels about me, no one comes towards me, no one has ever met anyone before my eyes, these creatures have never been, only I and this black void have ever been.  And the sounds?  No, all is silent….  And Basil and his gang?  Inexistent, invented to explain I forget what.  Ah yes, all lies, God and man, nature and the light of day, the heart’s outpourings and the means of understanding, all invented, basely, by me alone, with the help of no one, since there is no one, to put off the hour when I must speak of me.  There will be no more about them. (304)

These resolutions do not last, any more than the resolutions to speak only in the third person.  But even in the more extreme claims that the text is merely the unthinking transcription of the “transmissions” of the various voices, we have seen the possibility considered that these transmissions are somehow “distorted” or changed “on their passage through me.”  Resolutions such as “I shall transmit the words as received…, in all their purity, as far as possible” (349) obviously imply the possibility and apparent inevitability at times of unfaithful transmission (including such crucial changes as the replacement of “I” by “he”).  The impossibility of faithful transmission is underscored by periodic remarks about the faintness or occasional confusion of the voices, which cannot even truly be called voices: “all this business about voices requires to be revised, corrected and then abandoned.  Hearing nothing I am nonetheless a prey to communications.  And I speak of voices!  After all, why not, so long as one knows it’s untrue” (336).  What, one wonders, could the “murmur” (337) of Worm be (“Now I seem to hear them say it is Worm’s voice beginning” (345)), of Worm whom we never see advance beyond a state in which he “can’t think anything, can’t judge of anything” (357)?  Corrsponding to such admissions that the communications are changed by him, we have the Unnamable’ occasional admissions that he is changed by them: “Basil…filled me with hatred.  Without opening his mouth, fastening on me his eyes like cinders with all their seeing, he changed me a little more each time into what he wanted me to be” (298).  Sometimes he says that the voices have taught him about “the world above,” the meanings of words, and how to reason; at other times he insists he knows nothing of these matters, and that his apparent knowledge of them is merely a function of his mechanical repetition of what is dictated to him.


These uncertainties cannot be resolved.  What I am interested in is their existence, the existence of a torrent of discourse and of a speaker who feels that this discourse is foreign to him, yet at other times attempts to claim it as his own, or wishes he could do so sincerely, in order to be able to fall silent, and who wonders if this discourse has in any way been affected by its passage through him.  It is the dilemma of the subject whose only means of expression is a language not his own:

It’s of me now I must speak, even if I have to do it with their language, it will be a start, a step towards silence and the end of madness, the madness of having to speak and not being able to, except of things that don’t concern me, that don’t count, that I don’t believe, that they have crammed me full of to prevent me from saying who I am, where I am, and from doing what I have to do in the only way that can put an end to it…. (324)

Ah if I could only find a voice of my own, in all this babble, it would be the end of their troubles, and of mine. (348)


This sense of the “externality” or “foreignness” of one’s language is compounded by the trilogy’s repeated direct references to its characters as linguistic creations.  Sapo/Macmann is explicitly created by Malone, who also takes credit for creating “the Murphys, Merciers, Molloys, Morans and Malones” (236).  In The Unnamable, it sometimes appears that all of these characters, as well as Malone himself, Basil/Mahood, and Worm, are creations of the Unnamable, but it is equally possible that they are created by Basil/Mahood, for example, or that they are each independently among the voices speaking to the Unnamable, and among the figures occasionally said to appear to him.  An off-handedly gruesome description of the matter is given in Malone’s description of his own apparent awareness of this situation:

for as long as I can remember the sensation is familiar of a blind and tired hand delving feebly in my particles and letting them trickle between its fingers.  And sometimes, when all is quiet, I feel it plunged in me up to the elbow, but gentle, and as though sleeping.  But soon it stirs, wakes, fondles, clutches, ransacks, ravages, avenging its failure to scatter me with one sweep. (224)

In this sense the “voices” heard by the narrators are “really” external to themselves, they are the voices of their creators (for whom in the Unnamable’s case we can only think of Beckett—although one could equally well imagine the narrator of a subsequent novel filling that role).  The creation of subjectivity by language is thus presented literally.  In this presentation we can find the same ambivalence as in the Unnamable’s varying degrees of identification with the voices he describes: at times these linguistic creations are referred to as mere “puppets” (e.g. 292), but at other times they appear to be more than that, to varying degrees.  Indeed the question of the Unnamable’s identification with the voices speaking to him, and that of the “reality” of these “puppets” have converged for the Unnamable: the Unnamable’s identification with Mahood, for example, is represented as depending on the extent to which Mahood appears to be a “verisimilar” human being, rather than the mere artificial creation of a voice (hence, for example, the Unnamable’s rejection of Mahood’s first story follows from the “insuperable doubts” raised by Mahood’s suggestion that “I” abandoned my spiraling progress towards my family’s house in reaction to the screams of pain and the stench consequent on my family’s sudden death from sausage poisoning (321)).  With similar ambivalence, Malone arbitrarily invents Sapo/Macmann to pass the time, but at other times speaks of him as a more or less independent being: “I have taken a long time to find him again…what can have changed him so?… I slip into him, I suppose in the hope of finding something” (226).


The insistence of Beckett’s narrators on referring to what one might otherwise assume to be an interior monologue (or conversation) as a voice or voices speaking to them more or less distinctly, whose words they are merely repeating more or less accurately, is thus an explicit figure for the linguistic generation of the subject.  The voice is like the hand Molloy feels plunged inside him up to the elbow,

This voice that speaks, knowing that it lies…, is it one?  … It issues from me, it fills me, it clamours against my walls, it is not mine, I can’t stop it, I can’t prevent it, from tearing me, racking me, assailing me.  It is not mine, I have none, I have no voice and must speak…. (307)

My claim, then, is that the externalization of these voices, represented in the trilogy as both impossible and inevitable, represents an impossible and inevitable attempt to externalize language itself from the subject generated by it.  The Unnamable’s claim that the voices taught him all he learned about “the world above,” about the meanings of words and about how to reason—when he does not claim to know nothing about these things—restates more strongly our previous argument that we are forced to see the world through the lenses of language.  It is in this sense that language is revealed to be not a means of self-expression or of creativity, but merely a lesson, as described already by Molloy:

And truly it little matters what I say, this, this or that or any other thing.  Saying is inventing.  Wrong, very rightly wrong.  You invent nothing, you think you are inventing, you think you are escaping, and all you do is stammer out your lesson, the remnants of a pensum one day got by heart and long forgotten, life without tears, as it is wept. (31-2).


The originality of the trilogy lies in the thoroughness with which it pursues the question of how this discomfort with language as a “lesson,” and not a tool of self-expression, can be expressed.  The Unnamable in particular represents the attempt of the subject to distance itself from its linguistically generated subjectivity, to say “I am not I.”  This requires a split in the subject, into a “linguistic” self and an “essential” self that can externalize the linguistically generated self, and meditate on the possibility of identifying with this self.  The “essential” self is the “I” that speaks (!) of voices with which it will not or cannot identify, the “I” that says “I [essential self] am not I [linguistic self]”—but even this definition already implies the fundamental impossibility of the “essential” self, since the “essential” self cannot speak.  It is the impossibility of representing this impossible “essential” self that generates the paradoxes of The Unnamable; in particular, the Unnamable’s constantly shifting use of the first person, which can be located anywhere along the illusory continuum between the “essential” and linguistic self.  For in describing what the voices have taught the linguistically generated self, the “essential” self must by definition attempt to exclude itself from all possible categories of discourse.  Of course it is excluded from all knowledge of objects as they are named through language; hence the Unnamable resolves,

There will be no more from me about bodies and trajectories, sky and earth, I don’t know what it all is.  They have told me, explained to me, described to me what it all is, what it looks like, what it’s all for, one after the other, thousands of times, in thousands of connections, until I must have begun to look as if I understood.  Who would ever think, to hear me, that I’ve never seen anything, never heard anything but their voices? (324)

But the “essential” self is also excluded from the categories of space and time within which these objects can be perceived, so that in the course of one attempt to give in and identify with the voices, the Unnamable has to remind himself, “ah yes, I nearly forgot, speak of time, without flinching, and what is more, it just occurs to me, treat of space with the same easy grace” (390).  Hence the “non-space” in which the Unnamable is located, which is represented as a place “they” cannot enter (“They dare not, the air in the midst of which he lives is not for them” (358)).  This “non-space” is reminiscent of the “ruins” to which Molloy sometimes retreats from the world of signification.  These “ruins” are already equipped with a murmuring voice to which Molloy listens, and differ from the Unnamable’s environment only in that they are cluttered with mysterious “endlessly collapsing” ruins:

mostly they are a place with neither plan nor bounds and of which I understand nothing, not even of what it is made, still less into what….  I listen and the voice is of a world collapsing endlessly, a frozen world, under a faint untroubled sky, enough to see by, yes, and frozen too.  And I hear it murmur that all wilts and yields, as if loaded down, but here there are no loads, and the light too, down towards an end it seems can never come….  And it says that here nothing stirs, has never stirred, will never stir, except myself, who do not stir either, when I am there, but see and am seen. (39-40)

Malone too speaks of his mind “wandering, far from here, among its ruins” (216).  In The Unnamable, “when I am there” has become the Unnamable’s “essential” self’s refusal to acknowledge that he was ever not there: “my appearances elsewhere having been put in by other parties” (293).  To continue with the process of negative definition, we can observe that the “essential” self cannot reason; reason is also one of “their” lessons.  “They also taught me to count, and even to reason,” the Unnamable tells us (298), and never tires of sarcastically indicating his applications of that lesson: “how I reason to be sure this evening” (407).  And indeed the “essential” self is excluded from subjectivity itself, as the distinction between the self and the surrounding world arises with the entry into language: thus before Worm is “denatured” by the voices, “his senses tell him nothing about himself, nothing about the rest, and this distinction is beyond him” (346).  Earlier in the trilogy, Molloy speaks of the role of language in preserving subjectivity in a manner that foretells The Unnamable:

you have to be careful, ask yourself questions, as for example whether you still are, and if no when it stopped, and if yes how long it will still go on, anything at all to keep you from losing the thread of the dream. (49)

He speaks of times when he did not do this, and “forgot to be”:

Then I was no longer that sealed jar to which I owed my being so well preserved, but a wall gave way and I filled with roots and tame stems for example, stakes long since dead and ready for burning, the recess of night and the imminence of dawn, and then the labour of the planet rolling eager into winter, winter would rid it of these contemptible scabs.  Or of that winter I was the precarious calm, the thaw of the snows which make no difference and all the horrors of it all all over again. (49)

Nothing is finally left for the “essential” self to be; it can only be defined in negative terms: 

As far as I personally am concerned there is every likelihood of my being incapable of ever desiring or deploring anything whatsoever.  For it would seem difficult for someone, if I may so describe myself, to aspire towards a situation of which, notwithstanding the enthusiastic descriptions lavished on him, he has not the remotest idea, or to desire with a straight face the cessation of that other, equally unintelligible, assigned to him in the beginning and never modified.  This silence they are always talking about, from which supposedly he came, to which he will return when his act is over, he doesn’t know what it is, nor what he is meant to do, in order to deserve it. (376)

This is why Worm’s story is tempting to the Unnamable, why he appeared to be “something new, different from all the others” (378): his story is the story of the transition from an “essential” self to the speaking self telling his story.  The Worm to whom no voices had spoken “existed” in the same negative way as the Unnamable’s “essential” self: 

Worm, to say he does not know what he is, where he is, what is happening, is to underestimate him.  What he does not know is that there is anything to know.  His senses tell him nothing about himself, nothing about the rest, and this distinction is beyond him.  Feeling nothing, knowing nothing, he exists nevertheless, but not for himself, for others, others conceive him and say, Worm is, since we conceive him. (346)

But the voices have “killed” (“denatured” (351)) the extralinguistic Worm: “the instant he hears the sound that will never stop….it’s the end, Worm no longer is.  We know it, but we don’t say it, we say it’s the awakening, the beginning of Worm…” (349).  Thus, when we read the Unnamable’s disgusted exclamation, “To think I thought he was against what they were trying to do with me!  To think I saw in him, if not me, at least a step towards me!” (346), the point is that the idea of the extralinguistic Worm tempted the Unnamable’s “essential” self to identify with the speaking Worm: “I’m like Worm, without voice or reason, I’m Worm, no, if I were Worm I wouldn’t know it, I wouldn’t say it, I wouldn’t say anything, I’d be Worm” (247).  It is impossible to enter into language “a little,” to imagine an “essential” self just minimally contaminated by the linguistic self, as the Unnamable tries to do.  The entry into language means the impossibility of an “essential” self.  It is the entry into the world, however reduced, even if it is just the world of the limbless Mahood confined to his jar.  Thus the Unnamable imagines that one scream will be enough to satisfy the voices that their task of getting him to “live” will be completed:

till I go mad and begin to scream, then they’ll say, He’s mewled, he’ll rattle, it’s mathematical, let’s get out to hell out of here, no point in waiting for that, for him it’s over, his troubles will be over, he’s saved, we’ve saved him, they’re all the same…. (383)


Thus The Unnamable demonstrates the impossibility of dividing the self into an authentic “essential” self, and an inauthentic linguistic one.  The “essential” self is revealed to be at best unknowable, irretrievably displaced by the entry into language.  The self is the linguistic self for all practical purposes.  In a 1937 letter, Beckett wrote, “Und immer mehr wie ein Schleier kommt mir meine Sprache vor, den man zerreissen muss, um an die dahinterliegenden Dinge (oder das dahinterliegende Nichts) zu kommen” (D 52).  The Unnamable demonstrates that when this “veil” is torn, nothing remains.  But the arguments of this chapter have shown that the linguistic self is not the stable entity “represented” by language implied in the word “I,” but rather an unstable fragmented entity constructed by and inseparable from language.  Language constructs the notion of a self distinct from the world around it, but “deconstructs” it at the same time, for language also constitutes a fundamental connection between the linguistically constructed self and the linguistically constructed world:

no need of a mouth, the words are everywhere, inside me, outside me…, I hear them, no need to hear them, no need of a head, impossible to stop them, impossible to stop, I’m in words, made of words, others’ words, what others, the place too, the air, the walls, the floor, the ceiling, all words, the whole world is here with me, I’m the air, the walls, the walled-in one, everything yields, opens, ebbs, flows, like flakes, meeting, mingling, falling asunder, wherever I go I find me, leave me, go towards me, come from me, nothing ever but me, a particle of me, retrieved, lost, gone astray, I’m all these words, all these strangers, this dust of words, with no ground for their settling…. (386).

The Unnamable demonstrates the impossibility of naming, and also its inescapability.  It is because of this inescapability that I have blithely used “the Unnamable” throughout this chapter as if it were a name (“you either lie or hold your peace”).  I will argue in the following section that the conclusion to be drawn from this is that although we must go on naming, a thorough sense of the way in which language constructs reality and in particular subjectivity frees us to change the way we use language and conventions of representation more generally—to say “I,” for example, without forgetting the constructed, unstable, fragmented nature of subjectivity revealed in the trilogy.  If language is the most fundamental basis of hegemony, then an awareness of the contingency of language means a fundamental awareness of the contingency of any given hegemonic order, and hence of the possibility of changing it: language and hegemony cannot be escaped, but they can be changed.


It is easy to see that the trilogy’s critique of naming applies a fortiori to the even more arbitrary and reductive capitalist practice of “naming” not just objects but also labor and even human lives in terms of their exchange value.  The trilogy does not in my opinion specifically investigate the ideological work done by particular aspects of language (as we have seen Williams and Kafka do, for example), but it does make it clear that its fundamental critique of language amounts to a fundamental critique of capitalist hegemony.  For despite the apparent abandonment of referentiality commented on by many critics, we do in fact repeatedly see recognizable caricatures of capitalist reality throughout the trilogy.  Even in The Unnamable, we see the limbless Mahood in his jar serving to draw attention to a restaurant menu (in return, he is covered with a tarpaulin when it snows, his sawdust is changed once a week, and a scrap of food is occasionally stuffed into his mouth), the most grotesque caricature I know of dehumanizing labor and capitalist exploitation.  Moran before his transformation is “pathologically bourgeois.”  He is obsessed with possessions—“the black mass of fragrant vegetation that was mine and with which I could do as I pleased and never be gainsaid….  My trees, my bushes, my flower-beds, my tiny lawns” (127).  He loves the possessive pronoun: my little garden, my kitchen, my bees, my son; even as he writes his report, he is distraught at the thought of losing them: 

Does this mean I shall one day be banished from my house, from my garden, lose my trees, my lawns, my birds of which the least is known to me and the way all its own it has of singing, of flying, of coming up to me or fleeing at my coming, lose and be banished from the absurd comforts of my home where all is snug and neat and all those things at hand without which I could not bear being a man, where my enemies cannot reach me, which it was my life’s work to build, to adorn, to perfect, to keep?  I am too old to lose all this, and begin again, I am too old!  Quiet, Moran, quiet.  No emotion, please. (132)

With sadistic enthusiasm he teaches his son (and requires from his maid) the stunting discipline against which Faust rebelled: “Sollst entbehren, that was the lesson I desired to impress upon him, while he was still young and tender.  Magic words which I had never dreamt, until my fifteenth year, could be coupled together” (110).
  The capitalist reality that is caricatured is the world in which language is used unproblematically.  It is a violent world, in which, as in Godot, blows and suffering are a matter of course.  “I have gone in fear all my life,” Molloy tells us, “in fear of blows,” and he finds it strange that he could never get used to them (22).  This world is frequently represented in terms of the pointless and neverending bustle made possible by facility with naming: “the corridors of the underground railway and the stench of their harassed mobs scurrying from cradle to grave to get to the right place at the right time” (226).  This senseless bustle is reminiscent of Kafka’s notion of Verkehr, perhaps even including the sexual component: thus, Macmann develops a certain facility with language in the insane asylum in the course of his affair with Molly, and the Unnamable speaks of love as “a carrot that never fails” in tempting him to identify with the stories he hears (316).  The Unnamable repeatedly represents the entry into this bustle as the immediate consequence of any acquiescence to the voices speaking to him, “here all change would be fatal and land me back, there and then, in all the fun of the fair” (294-5);

a little stir…, some tiny subsidence or upheaval, …would start things off, the whole fabric would be infected, the ball would start a-rolling, the disturbance would spread to every part, locomotion itself would soon appear, trips properly so called, business trips, pleasure trips, research expeditions, sabbatical leaves, jaunts and rambles, honeymoons at home and abroad and long sad solitary tramps in the rain, I indicate the main trends…. (384)

This bustle is safeguarded by the trilogy’s omnipresent policemen, who protect their towns from the deplorable lethargy of Molloy and company (but are never available to protect Molloy and the others from the violence and blows to which they are subjected).  Molloy acknowledges that to see him resting on his bicycle

is indeed a deplorable sight, a deplorable example, for the people, who so need to be encouraged, in their bitter toil, and to have before their eyes manifestations of strength only, of courage and of joy, without which they might collapse, at the end of the day, and roll on the ground. (24)

So despite its apparent abstraction, the trilogy leaves no doubt about the stakes of its argument about language: a critique of language means a critique of the repulsive, brutal, hypocritical and senseless capitalist world that the trilogy caricatures.

“I can’t go on, I’ll go on”: Beckett’s Model of Resilience

To argue for a hopeful reading of Beckett’s novels is more difficult than to do so for Der Prozeß and Das Schloß.  The possibilities open to Beckett’s protagonists in the trilogy are incomparably reduced in comparison to the freedom with which the K.s face the Law and the Castle.  From the beginning it is clear that Molloy and company have nothing to expect but the continuation of a slow and painful degeneration that began with their birth, and from which only death could provide any relief, and in The Unnamable we apparently find the confirmation of Molloy’s and Malone’s suspicions that “it goes on beyond the grave” (236), that perhaps death is “a state of being even worse than life” (68).  This degeneration is accompanied by a comparable reduction at the formal level.  We move from the suggestive juxtaposition of Molloy’s and Moran’s stories in Molloy to Malone’s bored, intermittent account of Sapo and Macmann, and finally in The Unnamable to the ever more minimal stories of Mahood and Worm, as the text becomes dominated by repetitive paratactic accumulations of suppositions as to who or what is speaking and being spoken to, retracted as soon as they are proposed, enacting the tortured paradox “I can’t go on.  I’ll go on.”
  So it is not surprising to read, for example, Raymond Williams’ comment that:

In the later work of Beckett there has been so consistent a reduction and degradation of all forms of human life that it is reasonable, even after noting the precedents, to speak of a new form. . . . There can be endless false traffic, as well as some genuine confusion, between notions of a doomed and contemptible species, of a hopeless and played-out civilization, of a guilty and dying class, and of a displaced and alienated sensibility.  But the specific and deliberate absoluteness of this late Beckett form allows, as dramatic image, no space for anything but surrender or adaptation.  It not only kills hope, it sets out to kill it.  It lingers with the powerful affection of genius on the last communicable moments of its death.  Reducing the drama itself from character and action to puppet images and the inarticulate cries of a moment of pain, it completes, more deeply than could at all have been foreseen, the long and powerful development of bourgeois tragedy. (PM 100-1)

Although this comment refers to Beckett’s drama, it presumably applies all the more to the trilogy, in which Beckett could carry these reductions beyond the drama’s limitation to “a definite space and people in this space” (Beckett, quoted in Miller 8).  But I see such assessments as based on the principle underlying censorship, that people will unthinkingly internalize and imitate what they see and read, a principle we have seen Beckett ironize when Molloy describes his resting on his bicycle as “indeed a deplorable sight, a deplorable example, for the people, who so need to be encouraged, in their bitter toil, and to have before their eyes manifestations of strength only, of courage and of joy, without which they might collapse, at the end of the day, and roll on the ground” (24).  Thus Williams’ claim needs to be supported by an argument as to why the deplorable example of Molloy and company is likely to make readers collapse in despair and roll on the ground.


Such an argument is made by Lukács.  His indictment of the avant garde, which we have seen in the previous chapter in our discussion of his comments on Kafka, is directed all the more forcefully at Beckett.  In addition to “absolutizing” the capitalist distortion of reality, presenting it as immutable and transcendent, Lukács’ Beckett stumbles further down the pernicious avant-garde path by supplementing Kafka’s Angst with Joyce’s “naturalism.”  This means that where Kafka was still able to be selective in his use of details in order to arrive at a representation of the essential aspects of his world (although he then falsely hypostasized this world into a transcendent absolute), Beckett’s work has sunk to a level at which

die Weltanschauung des Schriftstellers den Unterschied zwischen wichtigen (das Wesen sinnfällig hervorhebenden) und bloß flüchtig, konsequenzlos vorbeihuschenden, sozusagen momentphotographischen Details prinzipiell auslöscht. (54)

Anders and Adorno, in their essays on Waiting for Godot and Endgame respectively, take a similar view of Beckett’s style but draw quite different conclusions from it.  What seems haphazard to Lukács is seen by Anders as Beckett’s parable for the meaninglessness of existence under capitalist hegemony:

Will man daher Becketts “Inversion” zurückübersetzen, so bedeutet seine sinnlose Parabel vom Menschen die Parabel vom sinnlosen Menschen….  Da sie…die Fabel von demjenigen Leben ist, das keine “Moral” mehr kennt…, ist eben ihr Defekt und ihr scheitern ihre Moral; wenn sie sich Inkonsequenz erlaubt, so, weil Inkonsequenz ihr Gegenstand ist; wenn sie es sich leistet, keine “Handlung” mehr zu erzählen, so, weil sie vom nicht-handelnden Leben handelt; wenn sie es sich herausnimmt, keine “Geschichte” mehr zu bieten, so, weil sie den geschichtslosen Menschen darstellt.  Daß die Ereignisse und Redefetzen, aus denen das Stück sich zusammenstoppelt, unmotiviert auftauchen, unmotiviert abreißen oder sich einfach wiederholen…, all das braucht also niemand zu leugnen: denn diese Unmotiviertheit ist motiviert durch ihren Gegenstand; und dieser Gegenstand ist das Leben, das keinen Motor mehr kennt und keine Motive. (Sein ohne Zeit 216)

Adorno similarly argues that the absurdity of Beckett’s form provides the only possible concrete representation of the absurdity of capitalist hegemony: “Absurdity in Beckett is no longer a state of human existence thinned out to a mere idea and then expressed in images.  Poetic procedure surrenders to it without intention” (Endgame 51).


Many of the observations about Godot and Endgame on which Anders and Adorno base their arguments can also be made about the trilogy.  Morality has become irrelevant, as we see most clearly when Molloy and Moran both abruptly bludgeon a feeble man they encounter; Molloy comments, “I have delayed over an incident of no interest in itself, like all that has a moral” (85).   History is excluded: in the caricature of capitalism which we have identified in the background of the trilogy, the rhetoric of passages such as Malone’s description of “their harassed mobs scurrying from cradle to grave to get to the right place at the right time” (226) suggests a human condition rather than a historical contingency.  Time is reduced to what Anders calls Zeitbrei (“time-pap”), a viscous pap that can be made to move sluggishly by efforts to pass the time (telling stories or generating hypotheses about one’s present state), but that always presents the same drab aspect, especially for the Unnamable (“Zieht man die Hand, die die Zeit in Bewegung hält, auch nur einen Moment lang heraus, so gleitet alles wieder ineinander, und nichts verrät, daß etwas geschehen war” (Sein ohne Zeit 224))—or it changes its aspects in ways that cannot be satisfactorily attributed to a linearly passing time, as when the light in Malone’s room no longer seems to correlate with the alternation of day and night he sees through his window, or when days or seasons seem sometimes to end as soon as they have begun, and at other times to go on forever.  Adorno’s description of the situation in Endgame seems particularly relevant to the trilogy: “the temporal itself is damaged; saying that it no longer exists would already be too comforting.  It is and it is not, like the world for the solipsist who doubts its existence, while he must concede it with every sentence” (56).  Philosophy is reduced to catchphrases playfully quoted where they happen to fit in the flow of discourse with which the narrators pass the time, what Adorno calls the “reified residue of education” (Endgame 53); this is the attitude of the trilogy to “learning” generally:

Yes, I once took an interest in astronomy, I don’t deny it.  Then it was geology that killed a few years for me.  The next pain in the balls was anthropology and the other disciplines, such as psychiatry, that are connected with it, disconnected, then connected again, according to the latest discoveries. (T 39)

The trilogy freely advertises its “Inkonsequenz”: the Unnamable’s “hell, I’ve contradicted myself, no matter” is characteristic (399).  And the text insistently presents what we read as randomly—and often unwillingly—selected.  “I apologize for these details,” Molloy tells us, “in a moment we’ll go faster, much faster.  And then perhaps relapse again into a wealth of filthy circumstance.  But which in its turn again will give way to vast frescoes, dashed off with loathing” (63).


All this is not, however, sufficient to invalidate Lukács’ argument that Beckett’s writing is hopeless.  Even if Lukács were to grant Adorno and Anders that Beckett does represent the essential absurdity of capitalist hegemony, he could continue to argue that such a representation is of no practical assistance in discovering ways to resist, and furthermore, that the trilogy seems to present this absurdity as an unchangeable state.  To make this case (which I will subsequently attempt to refute), one need only point to the absence of history from Beckett’s text, approvingly noted by Adorno and Anders as we have seen: “History is excluded, because it itself has dehydrated the power of consciousness to think history, the power of remembrance” (Adorno, Endgame 57).  In the absence of history, the senseless and violent bustle which the trilogy presents as the lot of “ordinary” people, and which we have characterized as a caricature of capitalism, loses its association with a contingent hegemonic order, and appears instead as an existential constant.  At times, Adorno cannot help sounding as if this were his own position, as when he writes that “life is merely the epitome of everything about which one must be ashamed” (Endgame 65).  At other times, it sounds as if he sees the present situation as one from which we can withhold our assent, but which we are powerless to resist: 

The irrationality of bourgeois society on the wane resists being understood: those were the good old days when a critique of political economy could be written which took this society by its own ratio.  For in the meantime it has thrown this ratio on the junk-heap and virtually replaced it with direct control. (Endgame 54)

We have seen the futility of the efforts of the trilogy’s narrators to remove themselves from all association with this absurd order by withdrawing from language.  This brings to mind the futility of the efforts of the K.s to resist the Law and the Castle, for which Anders takes Kafka to task, comparing Kafka to a man in a dark room desperately but unsuccessfully seeking an exit.  Anders’ analogy would seem particularly appropriate to Beckett in the light of Beckett’sThe Lost Ones, where the group of searchers will never find an exit from their abode, which has none (although it does have various hard-to-reach niches and tunnels, as if to encourage the search), nor will they find consolation with each other, but rather we are told explicitly that even the most persistent searchers will eventually join the ranks of the perpetually immobile “vanquished.”


One may wonder, then, how Adorno can claim that

Kafka’s prose and Beckett’s plays, or the truly monstrous novel The Unnameable [sic], have an effect by comparison with which officially committed works look like pantomimes.  Kafka and Beckett arouse the fear which existentialism merely talks about.  By dismantling appearance, they explode from within the art which committed proclamation subjugates from without, and hence only in appearance.  The inescapability of their work compels the change of attitude which committed works merely demand. (Commitment 199)

To make this argument, one must go beyond the above reading of the trilogy as enacting the absurdity of contemporary experience, a reading that I have argued is defensible, but that interprets the text at a very abstract level.  For at a more literal level, one can also read the trilogy as presenting the absurdity of capitalist hegemony in the background (as I argued at the end of the preceding section), but concentrating its energies on the examination of language and conventions of representation which we have discussed at length in the previous section.  The trilogy presents language as inescapable, but by revealing our view of the world and of ourselves, including fundamental notions of subjectivity, space and time, to be constructed by language, the trilogy frees us to change language and our attitudes to language, and thus to change the hegemonic order of which language is the most fundamental component.


From this point of view one can see the systematic reduction of human possibilities lamented by Williams as a means for revealing the profusion of possibilities to which an unthinking acceptance of language makes one blind.  Notions of a consistent and unified subject, of an impartial and infallible rationality, of a world easily grasped by names and unproblematically representable in language all contribute to producing the consent on which the hegemonic order depends.  The trilogy disrupts our habits of perception and alerts us to the contradictions of the hegemonic order, and to the arbitrary limitations it imposes upon our existence.  


As I have mentioned previously, the trilogy’s very general critique of language does not point to specific links between language as we currently use it and capitalist hegemony.  The “lesson” is thus the very general one that a complication of our relation to language will interfere with the smooth functioning of the hegemonic order: the absurdities on which the capitalist mode is based can no longer be taken for granted; people and things can no longer be unproblematically “named” by their exchange value.  But in its generality this lesson brings with it a new danger, of which the trilogy is well aware.  For Molloy and his successors are its examples of “a complication of our relation to language,” and their example is not an attractive one: if the freedom to be a thorn in the side of hegemony means the freedom to waste away limitlessly in the agonized consciousness of the meaninglessness of one’s pain, then this freedom is no gain.  Thus where the meaningless suffering of the trilogy’s protagonists is representative of the human condition under capitalism in the more general reading of the trilogy I have extrapolated from Anders’ and Adorno’s readings of Endgame and Godot, the more literal reading I am now proposing associates their situation with their distance from the hegemonic order.  


Moran’s transformation from a self-satisfied, sadistic, hypocritical bourgeois into a double of Molloy is enough to put to rest any suggestion that the trilogy proposes that change is impossible.  But neither the old nor the new Moran seems worthy of emulation.  His indifferent account of his murder of a man who accosts him in the forest, like Molloy’s gruesome account of a similar murder, bring to mind the epigraph chosen by Handke for Die Stunde der wahren Empfindung, a quotation from Horkheimer: “Sind Gewalt und Sinnlosigkeit nicht zuletzt ein und dasselbe?”  Again, these murders can be read as representative of the violence of capitalist hegemony, but more literally, they are indicative of Molloy’s and Moran’s extreme distance from “common sense”: these murders mean nothing to them.  Moran is sorry that he cannot remember how the murder happened, for he is sure that it would make an interesting story, and Molloy tells this interesting story, whose interest for him lies in carefully explaining the mechanics of how he was able to accomplish this act on crutches.


More generally, the more literal reading sees the decrepitude of the trilogy’s protagonists as a result of their withdrawal from the hegemonic order, rather than as a representation of the impotent existence to which mankind is reduced by capitalist hegemony.  I argued previously that their distance from language could be seen as a tremendous effort to resist the stunting of experience by language and habit.  Hence Malone’s remarkable comment that “when they taught me the names of the days…I marvelled at their being so few and flourished my little fists, crying out for more” (234), or his description of the noises he was able to distinguish in his boyhood as he lay awake in the dark on stormy nights:

I could tell one from another, in the outcry without, the leaves, the boughs, the groaning trunks, even the grasses and the house that sheltered me.  Each tree had its own cry, just as no two whispered alike, when the air was still.  I heard afar the iron gates clashing and dragging at their posts, and the wind rushing between their bars.  There was nothing, not even the sand on the paths, that did not utter its cry.  The still nights too, still as the grave as the saying is, were nights of storm for me, clamorous with countless pantings.  These I amused myself with identifying, as I lay there.  Yes, I got great amusement, when young, from their so-called silence. (206)

Here Beckett once again gives a sense, in language, of the inadequacy of language.  Language cannot do justice to the variety of experience, one is tempted to conclude—but experience is inseparable from language, as we have seen.  Out of the data we receive from our senses, language permits us to construct a world (including our notion of subjectivity); having done this we can express in language the artificiality and limitations of this construction, but we cannot do without it.  The protagonists of the trilogy are driven by their sense of this artificiality and these limitations to a rejection of language, to their wish to fall silent.  And this brings with it the decay of their bodies and their senses, which thus paradoxically grows out of their very awareness that the potential of their bodies and their senses is being stunted by language.  Less abstractly, at the social level, they cannot be integrated into the hegemonic order, but the price is their isolation, their inability to contribute in any way to a constructive transformation of that order, an a-moral existence that finds expression in the random murders we have discussed.


The trilogy advocates an intermediate path between bourgeois conformism and the desire of the trilogy’s protagonists to fall silent, to escape entirely from the operation of hegemony.  It acknowledges the suffering that accompanies the impossibility of escaping hegemony, represented in the protagonists’ inability to fall silent.  But its exuberant prose moves beyond this suffering, and gives a sense of the potential for change within language, on which we have already focussed in the previous chapter.  P. J. Murphy comments that “if naught truly were best worse, it would long ago have terminated Beckett’s fundamental premise: ‘On’” (Beckett and the Philosophers 237).  As Axelrod points out in his chapter on Watt, the appearance of ever-increasing sparsity in Beckett’s language, commented on by numerous critics, is deceptive.  Axelrod quotes a paragraph in which we are given various permutations of the voices Watt hears singing, crying, stating, murmuring in various combinations, and notes that “the repetitive use of such figures as polysyndeton and ploche, anaphora and antistrophe and alliteration and epizeuxis hardly make this paragraph an austere one” (73).  Similarly, critics correctly note the tremendous simplification of Beckett’s vocabulary in the trilogy as compared to Dream of Fair to Middling Women, but the trilogy still challenges the reader with obscurities from “ephectic” to “psittaceously.”  Axelrod insists on the provocative unassimilability of Beckett’s style to traditional formal expectations.  The trilogy demonstrates the impossibility of an absolute withdrawal from language, and the danger of a withdrawal into solipsism.  At the same time, it demonstrates the possibility of and the need for a radical transformation of language and of our attitude to language from within language.



Whereas hegemony is seen in Kafka primarily under its sinister, threatening aspect, Beckett presents it as monumentally boring, as it appears memorably in the first sentences of Murphy: “The sun shone, having no alternative, on the nothing new.  Murphy sat out of it, as though he were free.”  The villain of the trilogy is habit: if it is inevitable that we use language, it is not inevitable that we permit the solidification of the habits of perception that language promotes, and which form the basis for the more general habits that constitute hegemonic “common sense.”  “I’ll forbid myself everything, then go on as if I hadn’t” (312), the Unnamable resolves at one point.  This brings us once again to the conclusion that what the struggle against capitalist hegemony requires is a constant reformation and reexamination of one’s most fundamental attitudes and habits, including a transformation of language and how it is used.  In Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, it is essential to oppose “blockages” in the hegemonic “machine”; these are the deadening habits that create boredom out of the unlimited potential which is also (contrary to the emphasis of this chapter) contained within language and our grasping of the world through language, a potential we have already focussed on in the previous chapter, and which is evident in the variety and interest the trilogy is able to create despite limiting its material more and more rigorously to literally nothing.  “The principal tensions of Beckett’s work are generated by a strange, even ludicrous struggle against an imagination too rich to be successfully drugged into the uninteresting monotony which it bizarrely yearns for,” writes Bersani (58).  Critics invariably marvel at the intense “life” of Beckett’s moribunds.  Even on the last pages of the trilogy, it is agonizing (and only in this sense a pleasure!) to read the Unnamable’s continued torrent of discourse, still interrupted by intense stories created, it would seem, out of nothing:

They love each other, marry, in order to love each other better, more conveniently, he goes to the wars, he dies at the wars, she weeps, with emotion, at having loved him, at having lost him, yep, marries again, in order to love again, more conveniently again, they love each other, you love as many times as necessary, as necessary in order to be happy, he comes back, the other comes back, from the wars, he didn’t die after all, she goes to the station, to meet him, he dies in the train, of emotion, at the thought of seeing her again, having her again, she weeps, weeps again, with emotion again, at having lost him again, yep, goes back to the house, he’s dead, the other is dead, the mother-in-law takes him down, he hanged himself, with emotion, at the thought of losing her, she weeps, weeps louder, at having loved him, at having lost him, there’s a story for you, that was to teach me the nature of emotion, that’s called emotion, what emotion can do, given favorable conditions, well well, so that’s emotion, that’s love, and trains, the nature of trains, and the meaning of your back to the engine, and guards, stations, platforms, wars, love, heart-rending cries…. (406)

The trilogy, then, is a plea to pay attention, attention to what language and the hegemonic order built upon it conceals, but which will only be available to us through language and hegemony.  It is this dilemma in which we will find Handke’s protagonists in the next chapter.

� Compare Molloy’s


Not to want to say, not to know what you want to say, not to be able to say what you think you want to say, and never to stop saying, or hardly ever, that is the thing to keep in mind, even in the heat of composition. (28)


� I agree with Kenner, however, that it is more interesting to read the increasing resemblance of Moran to Molloy in terms of the eerie power of Molloy to assimilate Moran, than to “solve” the mystery by discovering the two to be the same person—or father and son, as Webb suggests (see Kenner, Trilogy 35; Webb 72).


� Abbott’s list could be supplemented by the dream-like scene of Malone hiding his exercise book in full view of the mysterious visitor who spends the day staring at Malone and hits him on the head (270).


� Lest we miss this, the following paragraph begins, “I have just written, I fear I must have fallen, etc.  I hope this is not too great a distortion of the truth.  I now add these few lines….”


� For example, “My inability to absorb, my genius for forgetting, are more than they reckoned with.  Dear incomprehension, it’s thanks to you I’ll be myself, in the end” (325); “This is what has had a fatal effect on my development, my lack of memory, no doubt about it” (337).


� This means, of course, that Watt has to think in retrospect that even as it took place, the incident appeared to him as that of the Galls, not that it in fact appeared to him as that of the Galls when he first experienced it.


� He is certain, however, that Gaber said “Molloy” when delivering his instructions.


� Note also Malone’s off-handed qualification of a later sentence, “if my memories are mine” (226).


� But Malone also tells us that “there are moments when I feel I have been here always, perhaps even was born here” (249).


� Sapo also apparently acts in obedience to inner voices, like Molloy and Moran: “when he halted it was not the better to think, or the closer to pore upon his dream, but simply because the voice had ceased that told him to go on” (206).


� Beckett’s earlier fiction already draws attention to such matters.  Thus we read in Murphy that “All the puppets in this book whinge sooner or later, except Murphy, who is not a puppet” (122), and in Dream of Fair to Middling Women, the narrator asks of his “boys and girls,”


How have they stayed the course?  Have they been doing their dope?  The family, the Alba, the Polar Bear, Chas, that dear friend, and of course Nemo, ranging always from his bridge, seem almost as good as new, so little have they been plucked and blown and bowed, so little struck with the little hammer.  But they will let us down, they will insist on being themselves, as soon as they are called for a little strenuous collaboration….  The whole fabric comes unstitched….  The music comes to pieces. (quoted in Disjecta 45)


� The notion of voices is, of course, itself inevitably imprecise: “Hearing nothing I am none the less a prey to communications.  And I speak of voices!  After all, why not, so long as one knows it’s untrue” (336).


� Moran’s sadistic self-righteousness recalls the bourgeois lynchmobs mentioned earlier, from which Molloy has to hide in the mornings, who “wake up hale and hearty, their tongues hanging out for order, beauty and justice, baying for their due” (67).


� The formal simplification I am describing here is inseparable from the reduction of plot.  I will argue below, however, that the trilogy nevertheless retains an exuberant complexity of rhetorical form.


� We discussed Anders’ analogy in the previous chapter in the context of the “interpretive mania” of the K.s.  I argued there that this “interpretive mania” helps to put the K.s’ failure into a more hopeful perspective, by drawing the reader’s attention to the promising courses of action the K.s leave untried, and to the variety of unexpected vulnerabilities in the hegemony of the Law and the Castle.  Corresponding to this “interpretive mania,” we have Beckett’s patient cataloguing of alternatives in various situations, ranging from Molloy’s considerations of arrangements for sucking his sucking stones to the Unnamable’s permutations of hypotheses as to the nature and reality of his state.  But in Beckett, these permutations are presented as sterile mechanical manipulations indicative of the uselessness of reason, and “dashed off with loathing.”  These catalogues of permutations are taken to stunningly hilarious extremes in Watt, where possible and impossible alternatives become effaced in barrage of mechanical permutations, as if all choices were equally meaningless (“12. Mr Knott was not responsible for the arrangement, but knew that he was responsible for the arrangement, but did not know that any such arrangement existed, and was content” is considered, for example, with regard to the question of how the arrangements for Mr. Knott’s food had come about, while Watt dismisses the other 12 permutations in which Mr. Knott is not content as “unworthy of serious consideration,” but only “for the time being” (W 90)).  Bersani observes that “Beckett…satirized the Cartesian optimism about ratiocination….  Watt’s futile probing into the ‘fixity of mystery’ at Mr. Knott’s house, and especially his breaking down of problems into interminable combinations and solutions, burlesque the easy confidence in analytic separations expressed in Descartes’s second law for the infallible pursuit of truth” (60).  Beckett himself had praised Proust’s “anti-intellectual tendencies,” noting that “his purely logical—as opposed to his intuitive—explanations of a certain effect invariably bristle with alternatives” (P 61).









