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2013 will mark the thirtieth anniversary of Paul de Man’s death, and the twentieth 

anniversary of the 2003 MLA special session titled “Is Now the Time for Paul de Man?” 

Is now the time, the panel asked, to put the scandal of de Man’s Wartime Journalism 

behind us? Arguing (via an allegory of “the suicide note”) that to give Paul de Man a 

“time” would be a negation of spectrality and a contradiction to his thought, this paper 

asks instead: How are we to respond to Paul de Man now, thirty years after his death. For 

as Jacques Derrida writes in his response to Wartime Journalism, this scandal (the 

scandal of Paul de Man’s suicide note) is “happening to us,” and it is happening now. To 

read his writings still entails certain responsibilities. Taking Theseus from Euripides’ 

Hippolytus as the hapless reader par excellence, I suggest that it is not misreading which 

produces irresponsibility, but rather a failure to have read—or even, perhaps, the failure 

to have continued reading. How are we to respond to Paul de Man now, thirty years after 

his death? How are we to grieve his death, to read his suicide note? I conclude, with 

Avital Ronell, that if we are to have responded to Paul de Man, we will need to do so not 

by becoming better interpreters, but rather by becoming better mis-readers of the texts he 

leaves behind, like suicide notes, after his death. 
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Suicide Notes: On Paul de Man's Wartime Journalism 

. . . the hour of truth, like the hour of death, never arrives on time.  

— Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading 

1. Introduction: “Is Now the Time for Paul de Man?” 

2013 will mark the thirtieth anniversary of Paul de Man's death, and the tenth 

anniversary of the 2003 MLA special session titled “Is Now the Time for Paul de Man?”1 

Nearly a decade later, it is not clear that this question, “at once melodramatic and timid, 

cautious and reckless,” has yet been answered. One cannot deny, however, that even without an 

invitation (which would presumably be marked by the arrival of Paul de Man's “time”) his 

ghost continues to haunt the discourses that have, by repeatedly and enthusiastically 

pronouncing his “death,” attempted to bury de Man once and for all. The question posed in the 

title of the 2003 panel—and indeed, the fact that this question could be asked at all—

demonstrates the futility of these attempts to have done with de Man by pronouncing his death. 

“Is now the time for Paul de Man?” So many years later, we are only beginning to ask this 

question, and to wonder what, precisely, one means in posing it. Is now the time to read Paul de 

Man? Is it time to invoke his name, to invite him to “show up,” finally, at the scene of his 

death? These questions have certainly guided much of the scholarship on de Man during the 

last three decades, but I am not sure these are the questions we ought to asking today. I would 

submit that, given our responsibility to Paul de Man (which consists simply in our being called 

by his texts to respond), another question demands to be asked. We will return to this shortly. 

But before passing on to what follows, which will surely have echoed the above questions even 

as it interrogates them, we will need to pause in an introductory fashion over the conditions that 

make these questions possible, even necessary to ask nearly thirty years after de Man's death.  
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One of these conditions, the one that will have interested us here, is implied by Marc 

Redfield in his introduction to Legacies of Paul de Man. In his discussion of the special session 

he pauses to wonder, “Who else could possibly have inspired such a panel title? Of what other 

dead professor could it be implied that his 'time' is in question; that his presence, if summoned, 

might be out of joint with our 'now'?”2 As I see it, this question is intimately related to another 

one that would wonder in its turn why, when one speaks of “Paul de Man,” one nearly always 

finds herself talking about (his) death. It is, as Redfield suggests, the question of a “dead 

professor” whose multiple deaths keep his “time” in question. For the death of de Man in 1983 

cannot be disarticulated from the more widely discussed “death” that occurred four years later 

when, upon the discovery of articles written by a young Paul de Man for a collaborationist 

newspaper in 1940s, many both within and outside the academy “delighted in the exorcism of 

de Man”3 and in the ruin of his legacy. But, significantly, this “exorcism” was also an 

exhumation. Paul de Man needed to be exhumed in order to stand trial for his collaborationist 

writings. Coming upon those articles as we do after de Man's death means that de Man must be 

revived before he can be judged and, thus, “exorcised” or killed again.4 The “death” that is 

often pronounced when one speaks of Paul de Man is never in any sense “pure,” but rather is 

always contaminated by a certain resuscitation—and the opposite, of course, is also true. It is, 

as Steven Shaviro suggests, a matter of complicity.5 

That the revival of de Man appears to be a necessary condition for his subsequent 

(re)burial should provoke one to ask whether the question “is now the time for Paul de Man” is 

one that we could ever finally answer—indeed, that it is one we could ever ask. Put simply, it is 

not clear to me that resurrecting de Man by giving him a “time” is any less violent to his legacy 

than the various attempts to pronounce his death. Consider the extent to which resurrection and 



 

 3 

death appear, in the case of Paul de Man, to exist in a dialectical movement; is this movement 

not designed to negate a spectrality that the dialectical machine cannot synthesize? Is this not 

the same spectrality (or undecidability) that reading, in the de Manian sense, would try to 

preserve? “Spectrality” (or, the “ghostly legacy” of Paul de Man) belongs to a place that is, by 

necessity, empty. More precisely, the place of spectrality must, in the experience of reading, be 

left open to “an alterity that cannot be anticipated” and which is the condition of possibility for 

the “decision” that underwrites a response to the text.6 The specter of de Man is not, in other 

words, an entity that would show up in the final instance to give an account of itself, or to clear 

up the hermeneutical mess left at the scene of de Man's death. To preview an example to which 

we will return later, de Man's ghost will resist the function performed by the voice of Artemis 

at the conclusion of Euripides' Hippolytus. There, the voice of the deity finally speaks over the 

chaos produced by the king's misreading of a letter discovered at the scene of his wife's death: 

“Hear, Theseus, all the story of thy grief,” her omniscient voice insists, and she proceeds to 

correct Theseus' misreading so that the “story of [his] grief,” which Theseus had been unable to 

read in the suicide note, finally becomes legible.7 In contradistinction to this narrative, we can 

expect no such intervention in the misreading of Wartime Journalism. There is no voice that 

can speak to what has happened in the case of Paul de Man, no response that is not 

contaminated by its own misreading. Theseus takes up the suicide note in order to make the 

deceased speak, assuming that the voice of the dead speaks “clearly” and “trustfully.” Once the 

“truth” of letter is spoken, Theseus believes, justice can be served and her death can be sealed 

by a certain sense of closure. Is this not precisely the manner in which we take up Wartime 

Journalism, in order to dispense justice and thus seal de Man's death? The responders to that 

text, those who take up that ghostly letter, indicate the impossibility of rendering the “story of 
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[their] grief” legible, even of rendering it legible to themselves. And yet, the publication of 

Wartime Journalism calls them to respond, in advance of having the “whole story” and despite 

strong doubts that “the whole story” could never be known.   

I had wanted to pause here because, since de Man's death, the invocation of his name 

(especially within “academic” circles) nearly always entails the question, “is now the time for 

Paul de Man?” And especially since the publication of Wartime Journalism four years after his 

death, it seems that the invocation of de Man's name also entails a response, even (as Derrida 

would say) a responsibility—not just to de Man but also to the text Wartime Journalism, de 

Man's enigmatic suicide note. Throughout what follows, we will need to remember that this 

invocation will be, and indeed can be no different. Yet in some ways, the response to de Man 

today will have been different, will have needed to be different, from other responses called 

forth at other times. For the question now, it seems to me, to which we will need to respond is 

not “is now the time for Paul de Man” but is rather, how are we to respond to Paul de Man now, 

as we approach the thirtieth anniversary of his death?8 This is not to say, of course, that the 

question posed by the special session in 2003 was not timely in its own sense. It is only that, as 

we have perhaps learned in the decade since, the “time” of de Man is precisely what is, for us 

now, in question. There is, as Marc Redfield puts it, something “out of joint” between these two 

temporalities such that one's response to Paul de Man now, thirty years later, will need to be 

less interested in reviving de Man (even if only in “name,” or “myth”) than in beginning to read 

his suicide note—and to read it not so that we can respond, but so as to respond.9 For insofar as 

the former reproduces the temporal break that keeps Paul de Man's “time” out of joint with our 

“now,” the latter is willing to accept death as the terms of its response —not in order to keep de 

Man buried, so to speak, but to in order to keep alive a certain responsibility to de Man which, 



 

 5 

as Derrida reminds us, finds its condition of possibility only in the death of the one to whom we 

would respond.10 

Therefore what follows will, in an attempt to respond in de Man's own terms, offer three 

allegories of reading Paul de Man. The first addresses some of the problems that consist in 

reading the suicide note. By framing those difficulties in a reading of Wartime Journalism and 

of the publication history that Derrida describes in his essay “Like the Sound of the Sea Deep 

Within a Shell,” this initial movement seeks to put the reliability or authenticity of the letter 

into question and in doing so, begins to raise questions about one's responsibility to a 

necessarily unfaithful text. Having proposed a reading of Wartime Journalism as de Man's own 

suicide note, I will then move to describe this note, this ghostly letter, in terms of de Man's later 

writings (with particular attention paid to his reading of Nietzsche in Allegories of Reading). 

De Man's discussion of Nietzsche will, I think, demonstrate the validity of Derrida's assertion 

in “The Sound of the Sea” that, if one is to begin to read the suicide note, “one will need in the 

first place, and more than ever in the future, the lessons of Paul de Man.”11 Then, recognizing 

(with Derrida and de Man) that the suicide note is a kind of “promise” that will never deliver 

“full” presence or “truth” of intention, I will suggest a Derridean/de Manian reading of 

Hippolytus in order to illustrate some difficulties that are bound to be discovered by one who 

would, nevertheless, respond to the letter. Finally, by way of conclusion, I will ask again: How 

are we to respond to Paul de Man now, as we approach the thirtieth anniversary of his death?  

2. Putting One’s Name on the Line: the Signature of Paul de Man 

In one of his published eulogies of Paul de Man, Jacques Derrida defends de Man 

against those who would (after his death) dismiss his thought after the discovery of his wartime 

writings. Noting that these texts were bound to be read “more intensely” than the rest of the 
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work de Man produced over the following forty years, Derrida nevertheless offers this 

“prediction and [this] hope”:  

Without ever forgetting the journalist, people will relearn how to read 'all' of the work 

(which is to say so many others as well) toward that which opens itself up there. People 

will learn to reread the books, and once again the newspapers, and once again toward 

what which opens itself up there. To do so, one will need in the first place, and more 

than ever in the future, the lessons of Paul de Man.12 

To read and reread all of what de Man will have written is, for Derrida, what is necessary to 

read the newspaper articles. Why? Because the very lessons needed to read these articles are 

the lessons de Man gives us. It is, after all, Paul de Man who not only teaches us to read, but 

teaches us how to read a suicide note—we will come back to this in the next section. In order to 

read de Man's own “suicide note,” that is, the work that emerges after his death, we will need to 

remember those lessons given to us during de Man's life. And these are, of course, the very 

lessons that Derrida worries the suicide note will cause us to forget. The suicide note always 

incites forgetfulness; this is one thing we will need to keep in mind, if we are to have read Paul 

de Man. Taking off from this apparent paradox, we will have to wonder: what does it mean for 

Derrida (with many others, both inside and outside the “academy”) to take up these writings 

(no longer) belonging to a young de Man and read them after “de Man himself is dead”?13 What 

does it mean to read them, to respond to them, especially given that it is de Man himself whose 

lessons will have taught us how to read?  

What are the lessons of Paul de Man? Even this initial question presents certain 

difficulties. Are the lessons of de Man the lessons Derrida draws out in his essay “Like the 

Sound of the Sea Deep within a Shell,” those taught by the young journalist de Man whose 



 

 7 

writings are “happening to us” in an (un)timely way, after his death?14 These lessons will, at 

any rate, need to be addressed if we want to begin to read de Man, as Derrida suggests. It is, 

through and through, a matter of reading. This, perhaps, is what Derrida realizes when, upon 

first gaining access to de Man's early newspaper publications, he is convinced that “it was 

necessary to make these texts accessible to everyone. The necessary conditions had to be 

created so that everyone could read them and interpret them in total freedom.”15 What is so 

clearly a question of reading gains a degree of nuance here, as Derrida demonstrates the degree 

to which “reading” becomes a matter of gaining access to the text, which is in turn a matter of 

reproduction, or repetition, as the means of publicity. With this goal in mind, students and 

colleagues of de Man gathered at an colloquium at the University of Alabama to discuss that 

which “remained to be decided” with respect to the wartime writings, namely “the best 

technical conditions in which to accomplish” the dissemination of the articles.16 At this early 

gathering, Derrida describes “[distributing] to all these colleagues photocopies of the articles.” 

Based on the evidence provided by these copies, the colloquium decides to publish the texts in 

a single volume signed (posthumously) by Paul de Man. But who is this “Paul de Man” who, 

after his own death, signs for Wartime Journalism, 1939-1943? Is it the same “Paul de Man” 

who lent his signature to the articles collected there, the articles that will have constituted, in an 

unforeseeable future, Wartime Journalism?17  

It is precisely the issues of authorship, of “originality,” and of signatures that make this 

question difficult to answer. De Man's “wartime journalism,” notably but perhaps not unlike 

any other text, is constituted by a spectacular history of reproduction and repetition: What will 

have been de Man's Wartime Journalism was presumably penned by “Paul de Man,” and is, 

between 1940 and 1942, reproduced in the French language Le Soir and the Flemish Het 
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Vlaamsche Land. In 1987, Samuel Weber meets Flemish graduate student Ortwin de Graef, 

who informs Weber of the existence of de Man's wartime writings. De Graef, presumably 

seeking advice on how to handle this discovery, mails photocopies of a set of twenty-five of de 

Man's articles to Weber and to Jacques Derrida. Deciding on the basis of the copies he has 

received to devote a colloquium to the subject, Derrida distributes another set of photocopies to 

everyone in attendance there. In turn, on the basis of these copied texts, Werner Hamacher, 

Neil Hertz, and Thomas Keenan agree to undertake the publication of the articles, bound 

together under the title Wartime Journalism, 1939-1943. The text is attributed to Paul de Man 

(with Hamacher, Hertz, and Keenan claiming credit only as “editors”), and it is published 

without foreword or introduction, rather as if de Man's was the only hand involved in penning 

these texts.18 

Yet who would deny that “Paul de Man” (if we can use such a name, either before or 

after his death) is responsible for what he has written? Even Derrida, argued by many critics to 

be the most unabashed of de Man's exculpators, notes that “To a very great extent, Paul de Man 

knew what he was doing, as they say, and he constantly posed questions of responsibility, 

which does not mean that his response to this questions was ever simple.”19 What is the nature 

of this responsibility? As Derrida has shown, “responsibility” entails, in its very nature, a 

“response.” But what response, precisely, are we to expect from “Paul de Man [who is] himself, 

dead”? In the aftermath of Ortwin de Graef's discovery, it is not de Man who is called to 

respond but rather his friends, colleagues, and students who are called and call each other to 

respond to what de Man had written (Derrida, appropriately enough, writes in his response that 

“my account will begin with  . . . a telephone call”).20 Because de Man cannot “show up” to 

respond to what he wrote in his youth, there is a sense in which these friends, students, and 
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colleagues respond in his place, with and under the divided signature of “Paul de Man.” 

Indeed, they cannot help but sign their responses with signatures that are themselves divided, 

being constituted (at least in part) by the name of “Paul de Man.”21 Therefore, if we would 

respond to de Man now, thirty years after his death, it will not have been “time” for de Man's 

response, but rather time to wonder what form our response will take. We will need to wonder, 

that is, what kinds of responsibility we owe to the “Paul de Man” for whom we sign. 

3. “Truth Kills, Indeed Kills Itself”: Paul de Man Writes the Suicide Note 

It should, of course, be noted that the wartime journalism of Paul de Man and the 

responses to it are not special cases in the relation of the reader to a text. Rather, they are 

symptomatic of the structure of reading in general, which I am suggesting is a structure that 

might be fruitfully allegorized by the figure of the suicide note. As I will show, one problem 

presented by the discovery of a suicide note is that the relation of representation (or figuration) 

to reality (or truth), normally assumed by a reader to be a stable one, is in this case shown to be 

fundamentally uncertain and even arbitrary. This is precisely the problem de Man describes in 

his essay “Rhetoric of Tropes (Nietzsche)” in Allegories of Reading. What de Man borrows 

from Nietzsche, particularly in his reading of “On Truth and Lies in a Non-Moral Sense,” is a 

Nietzschean conflation of representation with “reality” or “truth.” When Nietzsche posits that 

“reality” is not adequate to an objective “truth” but is instead constituted by representation, he 

suggests that art can no longer be placed in the service of representation, but instead functions 

to constitute what we will perceive as “real.” Nietzsche rejects any metaphysical experience of 

reality, and so he is left with a supposed “nihilism” that, rather than disavow every sense of 

“responsibility,” asks one instead to, in a sense, take responsibility for her linguistic (artistic) 

representation of the world.  
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Nietzsche's contribution interests us here for the reason that language, for him, appears 

to be constitutive of any experience of the aesthetic. He writes in “On Truth and Lies” that “if 

truth alone had been the deciding factor in the genesis of language, and if the standpoint of 

certainty had been decisive for designations, then how could we still dare to say 'the stone is 

hard,' as if 'hard' were something otherwise familiar to us, and not merely a totally subjective 

stimulation!” Therefore, he concludes, the “'thing in itself' (which is precisely what the pure 

truth, apart from any of its consequences, would be) is likewise something quite 

incomprehensible to the creator of language and something not in the least worth striving for. 

This creator only designates the relations of things to men, and for expressing these relations he 

lays hold of the boldest metaphors.”22 If it is true that we possess nothing but metaphors for 

things, this would suggest that there is no dimension of language that is not metaphorical—or at 

least tropological. Nietzsche recognizes this, arguing that (as de Man puts it) “Tropes are not 

something that can be added or subtracted from language at will; they are its truest nature.”23 In 

making this observation in “On Truth and Lies,” Nietzsche demonstrates in effect that “truth” is 

constituted rhetorically and that, paradoxically, rhetoric will never reveal precisely the “truth” 

to which it is supposed to point. If the essence of language is figural then language, itself 

structured as trope, would necessarily represent the possibility of infinite “reversals and 

substitutions . . . without regard for the truth value of these structures.”24  

How, then, does anything like a “concept” (like, for example, “the wartime journalism 

of Paul de Man”) come to exist? Insofar as there are “things” in the world that appear to be 

“true,” how is this appearance of “truth” produced? Immediately after he characterizes truth as 

“A movable host of metaphors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms,” Nietzsche suggests that 

consequently “Truths are illusions which we have forgotten are illusions; they are metaphors 
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that have become worn out and have been drained of sensuous force, coins which have lost 

their embossing and are now considered as metal and no longer as coins.”25 What is involved in 

the perception of “truth” (even as an “illusion”) is an inevitable and entirely necessary 

forgetting, which facilitates sedimentation of meaning as metaphors (like coins) increase their 

currency. This sedimentation might also be thought in a slightly different way, in de Man's 

terms, as the transformation of the sign into a symbol, a process of which de Man's example is 

the pronoun “I.” As de Man explains in “Sign and Symbol”:  

The I, in its freedom from sensory determination, is originally similar to the sign. Since, 

 however, it states itself as what it is not, it represents a determined relationship to the 

world that is in fact arbitrary, that is to say, it states itself as a symbol. To the extent that 

the I points to itself, it is a sign, but to the extent that it speaks of anything but itself, it is 

a symbol.26  

Like Nietzsche's “forgetting” that truths are illusions, the transformation of the sign into a 

symbol is both the pitfall of language and the condition of possibility for language to function 

at all, such that the paradox that emerges offers a definition of “truth” as the forgetting that 

language lies. De Man gestures toward this paradox when he notes in his reading of Nietzsche 

that to take a figure literally, that is to take it as true, is to forget “precisely the rhetorical, 

symbolic quality of all language.”27 Language, having been assumed the servant of some 

metaphysical truth, turns out to have no regard for its own adequation to that value. Emerging 

only as it tropes, through the infinite “play of reversals and substitutions,” language denies that 

there is any truth for it to tell.28  

To this effect, in “Rhetoric of Tropes” de Man quotes an aphorism from “exactly the 

same period” as Nietzsche's text: “it may be true that art sets the right norm for truth,” de Man 
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writes, “but 'Truth kills, indeed kills itself (insofar that it realizes its own foundation in 

error)'.”29 Art, which de Man groups with writing under the semiotic function, presents itself as 

the point at which the revelation of “truth” is both enabled and disabled. Insofar as one requires 

the figurative potential of language to communicate what she supposes to be “true,” figuration 

appears to be the condition of possibility for truth to appear at all. On the other hand, however, 

and as de Man is careful to point out, language functions only to the extent that it (dis)figures, 

that it disables the arrival of any truth that would claim an originary (or pre-originary) status to 

language itself. This is why de Man tells us in his reading of Nietzsche's “On Truth and Lies” 

that “[Nietzsche's] essay flatly states the necessary subversion of truth by rhetoric.”30 What 

Nietzsche had begun to tease out in his essay are the various reasons why one can never take up 

the letter, the “suicide note,” and assume that the letter speaks for itself. Nor can one assume 

that the letter speaks for “the author” (whoever that may be, which, as the case of de Man's 

wartime journalism shows us, is always unclear). And it certainly cannot speak for “the truth.” 

But these principles, as I have already noted, are precisely what must be forgotten if we are 

going to begin to read. Recalling the passage from Jacques Derrida's “The Sound of the Sea” 

that opened our discussion, one cannot help but wonder whether we might now revise his 

statement and say that, in order to have read “Paul de Man,” or Wartime Journalism, or 

whatever—if we are to have read the suicide note—it is not that one must remember the 

“lessons of Paul de Man,” but rather that one must have forgotten them. This does not mean 

that one will not also need these lessons, as Derrida suggests. To the extent that reading is an 

activity of forgetting, we need these lessons in order to forget them.  

“Art is true but truth kills itself,” writes de Man. “How,” as Derrida might ask, “to style 

this absence?”31 How, that is, to figure this suicide attempt? One might be tempted to say that 
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“art” is originally true, but that truth is effaced at the moment of figuration. But this does not 

seem to be in keeping with the observations I have been making about the “lessons of Paul de 

Man”; indeed, I have already argued here (with de Man) that figuration is the condition of 

possibility for the appearance, however disguised, of truth itself. This is a crucial point in de 

Man’s argument: when truth, as de Man predicts, “kills itself,” it does not do so in order to 

have disappeared. Truth kills itself in order to make language (also “art” or “figuration”) 

possible, so that in securing the conditions of possibility for truth to appear, truth must also 

secure the conditions of its own dis-figuration. For it is not, again, that “truth” is absolutely 

effaced by its figuration—that the “face” of truth is destroyed as soon as soon as it is figured—

but rather that truth has no face at all, prior to language’s dis-figuring appropriation. And so 

truth, for de Man, appears precisely as what truth has left for us at the scene of its self-

annihilation, which is to say, the rhetoricity of its own suicide note.  

4. House Divided: (An Allegory of) Reading the Letters of Paul de Man 

I have suggested that what I am offering here is a response, a kind of “allegory of 

reading” that would acknowledge the question: “How are we to respond to Paul de Man now, 

as we approach the thirtieth anniversary of his death?” So far, we have attempted to remember 

the lessons of Paul de Man—those that we are still learning from the young journalist “Paul de 

Man” and those “lessons” of a later de Man which we will have needed in order to read those 

early articles—and I have suggested that if we are going to reread de Man's Wartime 

Journalism, we will first need to learn to read the suicide note. While the de Manian framework 

I have laid out above certainly gives us the tools with which to consider the question of the 

suicide note, this question is perhaps nowhere more aptly demonstrated than in Euripides' 

tragedy Hippolytus, which dramatizes precisely the difficulties inherent in taking up a letter 
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from beyond the grave. These difficulties are, to some degree, associated with the problems 

that one encounters in contemplating the performative nature of the promise. For as we will see 

in the reading of Hippolytus that follows, there is a certain sense in which the suicide note 

appears to the reader to promise something, to promise the “truth.” 

But could the suicide note, or any letter at all for that matter, ever deliver on such a 

promise? In his landmark lectures published together as How to Do Things With Words, J.L. 

Austin implies that the promise is determined by precisely the same relation we were 

discussing above, of “representation” to “truth.” In the first lecture, Austin cites Hippolytus as 

an apt example of a pervasive pattern of misunderstanding, based on this dubious relation. 

Indeed, Euripides’ narrative demonstrates the extent to which we assume that the relationship 

of representation to truth is a contiguous one. Austin writes: 

. . . we are apt to have a feeling that [a promise] being serious consists in [its] being 

uttered as (merely) the outward and visible sign, for convenience or other record or for 

information, of an inward and spiritual act: from which it is but a short step to go on to 

believe or to assume without realizing that for many purposes the outward utterance is a 

description, true or false, of the occurrence of the inward performance.32  

The letter promises but, as de Man would remind us, it also lies. This is one lesson learned 

from the dramatic action of Hippolytus: that any response given in the name of the letter (or, 

perhaps, in the name of “Paul de Man”) is conditioned by a lie that promises itself, asserts 

itself, and demands that a response be given—even though it can only be given in the same 

“bad faith” that characterizes the letter's promise.33 Once again, we encounter a question of 

complicity. Accordingly, Hippolytus incites us to wonder: if any response is necessarily 

“contaminated,” so to speak, by that to which it responds, what are the possibilities of a just 
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response, and what is the possibility of claiming individual agency as the foundation of 

responsibility? 

In Euripides' narrative, Phaedra, queen of Athens and wife of Theseus, is compelled by 

a vengeful Aphrodite to fall in love with her stepson Hippolytus. Over time, Phaedra struggles 

to resist these compulsions and to keep them secret. However, when Phaedra learns that her 

Nurse has, in an attempt to relieve the queen’s suffering, betrayed her secret, Phaedra identifies 

only one cure for her sorrow: “to die right soon,” a cure which she administers by hanging 

herself offstage.34 When Theseus discovers his wife's body, he also discovers a letter clasped in 

her hand. He takes up the note and, although the contents of the letter are never fully revealed 

to the audience, he gives us to think that Phaedra has named Hippolytus as the cause of her 

suicide. Accordingly, Theseus exiles Hippolytus from Athens and summons a curse upon him. 

As a result Hippolytus is killed on his way out of Athens in accordance with his father's wish, 

and while Theseus is initially pleased upon hearing the news of his son's execution, Artemis 

(the goddess of chastity, revered by Hippolytus at the expense of Aphrodite) finally arrives on 

the scene to clear the matter up: “Thou bitter King, art thou glad withal for thy murdered son? 

For thine ear bent low to a lying Queen, for thine heart so swift amid things unseen? Lo, all 

may see what end thou hast won!”35 Thus the tragedy concludes with, as Patricia A. 

Rosenmeyer puts it, a “divine intervention” that would “rewrite [the letter's] contents” (thus 

aiming to restore a stable relation between “the letter” and “the truth”), but would also (in 

attempting to situate the letter in what Derrida calls its “total context”) seek to “rewrite” the 

scene of Phaedra's death in order to seal her suicide with a “just” closure.36 

Hippolytus is a tragedy of and about language—about the trap of the “lying letter” and 

its inevitable mistranslation. Having discovered the scene of Phaedra's suicide, Theseus 
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demands an account of the death that has taken place there. With Phaedra unable to account for 

herself, Theseus turns to the chorus in search of an objective witness: “What, will ye speak?” 

Theseus urges, “Or are they dumb as death, this herd of thralls my high house harboureth?” 

(893-94).37 The chorus, being “Dumb as death” (and thus compared to Phaedra herself) on the 

matter of the queen's suicide, can only mourn beside Theseus, who has thrown himself down 

upon Phaedra's body:  

 With what strange evil is this Castle vexed! 

 Mine eyes are molten with the tears that run 

 For thee and thine; but what thing follows next? 

 I tremble when I think thereon! (904-7)38 

In the edition of Hippolytus published with the Harvard Classics series, there is a note 

following these utterances: “[The chorus] has noticed that there is a tablet with writing 

fastened to the dead woman's wrist. THESEUS also sees it.” It is presumably this observation 

that incites the chorus to “tremble,” wondering “what thing follows next.” Why though does the 

chorus “tremble” on the verge of Theseus' “understanding”? Why are they “horrified,” as 

another note specifies, when Theseus moves to break the letter's seal? The chorus, I would 

suggest, trembles at the verge of the note’s revelation because they know that this secret, and 

the suicide note that bears it, are contaminated by “language’s lie.” Theseus will command of 

the letter, “Speak who speak can!,” and the letter will speak. It will be Theseus, as the chorus 

seems quite aware, who will have been unable to read the letter—or, better, who will have been 

able to read the letter precisely insofar as he is bound to forget “the lie that [the letter] was in 

the first place.”39 At the moment that Theseus takes up the letter, it is clear to the chorus that a 

danger consists in reading the suicide note and in responding to what one will have read there.  
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But the necessity of contamination is precisely what Theseus must forget in order to 

read the suicide note, and to respond to it. Indeed, Theseus appears called, even compelled to 

respond to the suicide note:  

 No; my lips' gates will hold it back no more:  

 This deadly word, 

 That struggles on the brink and will not o'er, 

 Yet will not stay unheard.40  

Theseus responds to the letter, we might say, by publicizing it in much the same way as 

Derrida, whose initial response to de Man’s wartime writings was to “disseminate” them to an 

ever-broadening audience. And just as our responses to Wartime Journalism have also tended, 

up to this point, to entail a kind of decision or judgment, in Hippolytus Theseus makes his 

reading public and immediately after doing so (even, perhaps, as an effect of doing so) he 

dramatically “raises both arms to heaven” and invokes a curse upon Hippolytus. He “decides,” 

that is, to put his trust in the letter, and as a result he issues a final judgment: Hippolytus must 

be put to death. It is important to emphasize the condition of Theseus’ condemnation of 

Hippolytus. This condition, I would suggest, can be understood as a kind of snag in Theseus’ 

hermeneutic enterprise. Indeed, what is depicted onstage when Theseus finally confronts 

Hippolytus is a curious ambivalence with respect to the reliability of speech versus writing. We 

might recall that even before Theseus takes up the letter and reads it he implicitly privileges the 

“truth” of speech over that of writing. Not only does he demand that witnesses to Phaedra's 

death speak about what they have seen, but even after he discovers the note he attempts to 

authenticate its authorship in a manner that assumes speech (that is, “presence” or even “the 

living”) as the standard of authenticity toward which any testimony should strive. However, 
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when Theseus finally confronts Hippolytus, he confronts him with the tablet such that 

Hippolytus is forced to defend the “truth” of his (spoken) word against that of Phaedra's letter, 

which Theseus now appears more inclined to privilege.41 

When Theseus privileges the truth of writing over the truth of speech, he is forced to 

privilege the dead over the living as the ideal source of his “truth.” He wonders, “What oaths, 

what subtle words, shall stronger be that this dead hand, to clear the guilt from thee?” and then 

exclaims to Hippolytus, “But what avail to wrangle with thee now, when the dead speaks for all 

to understand, a perfect witness!”42 The audience is, I think, intended to see the irony in this 

statement—for clearly (one would suppose) “the dead” (Phaedra) is the least ideal witness, 

because she can no longer be present to account for her version of events. The problem does 

seem to be one of “witnessing.” Hippolytus, attempting to reason with his father, laments the 

absence of an "objective witness" that might prove his innocence: “Ye stones, will ye not 

speak? Ye castle walls! Bear witness if I be so vile, so false!" to which Theseus somewhat 

hypocritically replies: “Aye, fly to voiceless witnesses! Yet here a dumb deed speaks against 

thee, and speaks clear!" (1169-70).43  

What Theseus forgets is that in attributing truth to Phaedra's suicide note, he himself 

“[flies] to [a] voiceless witness.” There is no witness who can speak to the “truth” of what has 

happened. Both Theseus and Hippolytus are incapable of grasping that even if "walls could 

talk," as Hippolytus wishes, the consciousness behind those utterances would be no less absent, 

so less "dead," than the consciousness which produced the suicide note. And the reverse is also 

true. Theseus’s response to the letter, his sentencing of Hippolytus and the moment of the 

play’s climax, can thus be shown to be a dramatization of de Man’s “pitfall of language,” of the 

inevitable misreading of truth’s suicide note: driven by a will to know the “truth,” the receiver 
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of the suicide note must seek its legitimation by denying the death of its sender, by privileging 

her word as the only reliable witness—but only so that, an interpretation having been reached 

and a judgment having been issued, she can finally be buried. 

As both Nietzsche and de Man have suggested, “language lies.” Is the one who would 

pick up the suicide note simply a dupe of this lie? Has Theseus been “had” by the letter, so to 

speak?—have the responders to Paul de Man's wartime writings? The answer, I would suggest, 

is both yes and no. Anyone who, like Theseus, forgets that the letter is necessarily a “lying 

letter” is bound to be a victim of its deception. To the same extent that the letter must always lie 

the reader must always be deceived, so that the forgetting of language's lie is not a special (or a 

failed) case of reading but is rather constitutive of reading itself. Even further, insofar as 

reading entails a response to what one has read the reader (this “dupe of language's lie) is 

bound to repeat this lie, and others. One is always necessarily complicit in the dissemination of 

the “lying letter.” As I have demonstrated, this is not just a failure of language's descriptive 

capacities. It is also an indication of what de Man has already suggested, that there is no truth 

for a witness to have told. One could never reverse the linguistic chain of substitutions, which 

is to say that one could never remember (to remember) the rhetoricity of language, and so could 

never encounter, finally, the truth at the bottom of it all. 

5. Conclusion: What is Happening to Us, Now 

We have just been discussing what it means to read—what it means for Theseus to read 

Phaedra's suicide note, and what it means for us to read Paul de Man's Wartime Journalism. 

Can it truly be said of either Theseus or de Man's respondents that they have read (or are 

reading, in the de Manian sense) the texts to which they would respond? The importance of this 

question is brilliantly handled by Avital Ronell in Stupidity. Quoting E.S. Burt, she writes that: 
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Reading involves the undoing of interpretive figures, to the extent that it questions 

whether any synthesis, any single meaning, can close off a text and adequately account 

for its constitution. In contrast to interpretation, which involves a development over the 

course of a narrative toward a single figure reconciling all its diverse moments, reading 

states the logic of figures and the logic of narratives to be constantly divergent.44  

Can it be said of Theseus or of the respondents to Wartime Journalism that they “interpret,” 

rather than “read”? To address this question we will turn first to de Man's discussion of irony, 

which Ronell also cites in Stupidity. In his essay “The Concept of Irony,” de Man remarks that 

“definitional language seems to be in trouble when irony is concerned.”45 Indeed, Ronell notes 

that de Man himself admittedly falters when he attempts to “get a handle” on the topic.46 

Appropriately enough, de Man tries to get a grip on irony using a kind of allegory—a “Greek 

figure [that] is split into a couple [eiron and alazon], a smart and a stupid number in which 

dumber actually turns out to be smarter.”47 The “smart guy,” as de Man puts it, will have 

wanted to “understand” and therefore, through various hermeneutic strategies, to have 

interpreted the text.48 The “dumb guy,” on the other hand, would recognize what de Man 

demonstrates in “The Concept of Irony”: “What is at stake in irony,” he writes there, “is the 

possibility of understanding, the possibility of reading, the readability of texts, the possibility of 

deciding on a meaning or on a multiple set of meanings or on a controlled polysemy of 

meanings.”49 The reader or alazon, in other words, does not know where to stop—he is instead 

carried away in “an infinite regress of negations.” As Ronell implies, what we often fail to 

recognize is that the eiron or interpreter might not know where to stop either, insofar as he 

constitutes a sort of hermeneutic machine which seeks a closure of representation that (like de 

Man's “death”) cannot ever finally be achieved. “There is a hermeneutic imperative,” Ronell 
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notes, that continues to assert itself precisely because “understanding does not come but 

remains lost to us.”50 So “dumb guy” becomes “smart guy” and visa versa, but this reversal is 

without the character of a negation (or of a negative deconstruction) because even these 

signifiers (“dumb,” “smart”) cease to be understood once we, like Ronell, begin to read them 

carefully.51 

I had promised to ask, by the end of this discussion, the following question: how are we 

to respond to Paul de Man now, nearly thirty years after his death? I offered the case of Theseus 

in Euripides' Hippolytus as one case of a “first responder,” so to speak, and therefore as an 

analogy (or even an allegory) for de Man's own first responders who, still kneeling beside the 

body of Paul de Man, discovered the letter affixed to the corpse of their friend, colleague, and 

teacher. How, then, to respond to this letter which, as Derrida reminds us, “is happening to us 

now”? In Stupidity Ronell offers this mode of response: one must be “stupid before the other.”52 

The one who would understand becomes synonymous with the “smart guy” who, having been 

(em)powered by the hermeneutic machine, shows himself to be “dumb” with respect to the 

project of reading. This is not to say, again, that there is no hermeneutic imperative. Indeed, it 

is precisely when the imperative is removed from the hermeneutic project that understanding is 

reached and “thinking,” (along with responsibility) takes a nosedive. The important thing, to 

Ronell, is that “[understanding] could happen only by turning away from what is 

incomprehensible”—by turning away, that is, from the letter that resists one's comprehension.53 

Such a “turning away” allows one to have done with uncertainty, to respond with a certitude 

that, in fact, indicates the irresponsibility of the respondent.  

What I have wanted to suggest, beginning from a critique of the question posed by the 

2003 MLA special session, is that there is a danger in attributing a “time” to Paul de Man. Is 
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now the time to read Paul de Man? It seems to me that, if one was interested in reading de Man 

(in precisely the de Manian sense), one would not locate an event or a moment of reading in a 

“now,” but would rather (according to the imperative described by Ronell) always be deferring 

that “now,” locating it a future that cannot be achieved. This is why I have suggested that we 

pose the question another way: how are we to respond to Paul de Man now, nearly thirty years 

after his death? This version takes on a significantly different tone. For the “now” no longer 

refers to a discrete moment—that is, it no longer suggests that “now” is “the time,” at the 

exclusion of other times, other “nows.” In this new version of the question, “now” instead 

indicates an extreme exigency that arises from the very conditions of responsibility: “what is 

happening [in the case of Paul de Man's Wartime Journalism] . . . is happening to us,” and as 

such it is happening, and continues to happen, “now.” And, as Derrida notes, “However 

obscure this may remain, we have to register it: we still have responsibilities toward [Paul de 

Man], and they are more alive than ever, even as he is dead. That is, we have responsibilities 

regarding Paul de Man himself but in us and for us.”54 In the original question (“Is now the 

time for Paul de Man?”), the attribution of a “time” to de Man risks that the respondent will, 

like Theseus, turn away from her responsibility after the initial “now” of the response has 

passed. What happens when we tweak the meaning of this difficult term is a bloating of 

responsibility. Surpassing the discrete moment indicated by the “now,” one's responsibility to 

Paul de Man grows “unfathomably e-n-o-r-m-o-u-s.”55 

This is not to say that a response (what Derrida, in “The Force of Law,” will call a 

“decision”) is not urgent. Derrida describes this as an aporia of decision, an “urgency that 

obstructs the horizon of knowledge.”56 In order to make what one might call an “informed 

decision,” one would need time to gather an unlimited amount of knowledge. The “moment of 
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decision,” however, demands an immediate response, such that the decision is without 

information, and therefore in some senses a “mad decision.” Do the terms of this “mad 

decision” apply to the Responses to Wartime Journalism? One need only look to the copyright 

page of that volume, where the publisher gives the following note: “In the interests of 

timeliness this book has been set in type and printed from computer disks provided by the 

editors and authors, without benefit of the editing and proofreading normally provided by the 

publisher.” Time, it seems, even in this case, is of the essence. Wartime Journalism demands a 

response. But what this short publisher's note, offered as a sort of disclaimer, demonstrates is 

that urgency begets a certain expectation of error, and that these errors do not necessarily 

render the response “unjust.” Additionally, error ought not, and perhaps cannot, delay the 

response. Therefore, if we are to respond to de Man today, I believe we will have to consider a 

mode of response that, while remaining responsive on the one hand to “what is happening to 

us,” also resists the totalizing gesture that would gather the multiple names of “Paul de Man” 

into a univocal presence that could, like Euripides' Artemis, show up for us at any given time, 

in any given “now,” to clear up all misunderstanding. We will need to learn (urgently) to, as 

Ronell might say, retain our “stupidity” in the face of the other, in the face of a suicide note and 

a death we cannot understand. 

For what happens, I wonder, if Artemis never arrives on the scene, never appears to 

“clear up” the various misreadings of Phaedra's suicide note? The result, one would have to 

concede, is that Theseus would never have understood, would never have realized his own 

misreading. Even further, I think, and perhaps most importantly, Theseus would never have 

been able to grieve the deaths that have left him, so to speak, in the lurch of misunderstanding. 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this discussion, there is no final revelation in the case of 
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Paul de Man. In contradistinction to Theseus, we will never achieve the closure of 

interpretation that comes with understanding—we will never be able to bury the bodies of the 

misunderstood. The question “How are we to respond to Paul de Man now, nearly thirty years 

after his death” might then be shown to be tied in a fundamental way to yet another question, 

which would be a question of grieving, a question of whether we have grieved, or ever could 

grieve, in the case of Paul de Man. Jacques Derrida, in The Work of Mourning and elsewhere, 

has made substantial progress in articulating the apparent paradoxes that constitute one's grief, 

one's mourning for the absent or deceased other. These insights, I think, will need to be 

accounted for in the future as we continue mourn, to respond, and to be responsible for the 

legacy of Paul de Man. 
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