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HENRY LOUIS GATES JR. THE SIGNIFYING MONKEY

The Signifying Monkey and the Language of Signifying

Gates sGates s focus is on the relationship betweeGates s focus is on the relationship between the AGates s focus is on
Signifyin(g) Signifyin(g) (Gates writes it this way in part to capture how Black Signifyin(g) (Gates writes itthisway in parttoc
hand,hand, and the standard Englishhand, and the standard English signs signification and signifying, on the other. hand,
meansmeans different things to different communities of persons within the U.S.A.means different things to different com
generatedgenerated by the unrelated concepts (generated by the unrelated concepts (the sgenerated by the unrelatec
betweenbetween the uses to which the same sign signification is put, Gates argues, we are witnessbetween the uses to whi
semantic)semantic) confrontation between two parallel discursive universes, the black Asemantic) confrontation between
thethe white the white (45). When Black America usesthe white (45). When Black America uses this sign, it is proffering
that blackness makes within the larger political culture and its historical unconscious (45).

Gates sGates s thesis is that African Americans supplanted the received, standard EnGates s thesis is tha
associatedassociated by (white) conventio n with thisassociated by (white) convention with this particular signifier (46). In sc
ofof the sign = signified/signifier equation (46) equation (46)was disrupted (46). Signification in equation (46) was disruj
thethe meaning that athe meaning thataterm .. .is intended to convey (46). The term has assumed a special importance
atat least Saussure. Gatess point is, however, that while within the critical academe, these are neologisms
(46),(46), they are(46), they are in fact merely homonyms of terms in the black vernacular tradition perhaps(46), they are in f
(46). The black vernacular tradition (47) long ago colonized (47) this white sign (47), creating a

hom onymichomonymic pun of the profoundesthomonymic pun of the profoundest sort,thereby markingits sensehom

ofof the English com munity of speakers. of the English community of speakers. Their complex act of language Sic

formalformal language use and its conventions .formal language use and its conventions .. . establishedformal langt

ThereThere areThere are scores of other similarlyThere are scores of other similarly revised words (47) (e.g. baby or co«
thethe significance of revising the term signification the significance of revising the term signification itselfthe significance o
naturenature of the process of meaning-creation itself (47) and thus to critique the nature of (white) meaning itself,

to challenge through a literal critique of the sign the meaning of meaning (47).

AfricanAfrican Americans vacated this signifier, then--incredibly--substituted as its concept a signified that
standsstands for the system of rhetoricalstands for the system of rhetorical strategies peculiar to their own vernacular tradition
t o to engage in rhetorical games (48), to demonstr to engage in rhetorical games (48), to demonstra to engage
themselvesthemselves arbitrary (47) in their bond to the signifier. themselves arbitrary (47) in their bond to the sic
speakers of English (47) who werespeakers of English (47) who were African Am ericans, through an act of will, . .speak
statusstatus as one of profound difference vis-a-vis the rest of society (47).status as one of profound difference vis-a-vis the
ofof self-definition, implicit in a (re)nof self-definition, implicit in a (re)namingof self-definition, implicit in a (re)naming ritual
hadhad inscribed for itself (47). ltis forthis reason that Gates has optedhad inscribed for itself (47). Itis for this reason that
thisthis process which others in the Post-colonial world have termthis process which others in the Post-colonial worlc

remained remained identical to its whi remained identical to its white counte remained identical to its white counterpart
discursivediscursive (ontological, political) universe exists wdiscursive (ontological, political) universe exists within the di
words,words, Gates stermis deliberatelydesignedto stress the symbioticrelationship between ... black vernacular
discourse and standard English (50).

TheThe process which Gates describes as Signifyin(g) The process which Gates describes as Signifyin(g) is close
utterance.utterance. utterance. Signifyin(g) concerns itself with that. .. chaos of what Saussure calls associative relations, ut
we canwe can represent as the playful puns on awe can represent as the playful puns on a word that occupy the paradigmz
speakerspeaker draws on for figurative substitutions speaker draws on for figurative substitutions (49). Wherespeaker draw
thethe exclusion of unconscious associations whicthe exclusion of unconscious associations which any givthe exclus
luxuriatesluxuriates in the inclusionluxuriates in the inclusion of the free play oftheseluxuriates in the inclusion of the free play
words,words, Signifyin(g) stresses all ofthe associations thata signifier carries from otherwords, Signifyin(g) stresses all of
deleted,deleted, ignored, censored for this signifier to be lined up with a signified to produce a specific meaning.
EverythingEverything that must be excluded for m eaning to remain cohereEverything that must be excluded for meaning
of Signifyin(g) (50).

ForFor Gates, Bakhtin s notion ofFor Gates, Bakhtin s notion ofthe double-voiced word, thatis, a word or utterance
forfor the black s purposes by inserting a newfor the black s purposes by inserting a new semantic orientationfor the black s
itsits own orientation its own orientation (50)is avery usefuldevice forunderstanding theits own orientation (50)is avery us
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HeHe quotes He quotes a commentator on Bakhtin Gary Morson who argues that in the double-voiced sign the
listener/listener/readerlistener/reader comprlistener/reader comprehends both a version of the original utterance as the e
pointpoint of view (or semantic position) and the second speakers evaluation the second speakers evaluation of that utte
pointpoint of view (50). From this point of view, any sign and, by point of view (50). From this point of view, any sigr
palimpsest palimpsest in whic palimpsest in which the uppermos palimpsest in which the uppermost inscription is a ¢
Signifyin(g)Signifyin(g) is black double-voicedness (51)Signifyin(g) is black double-voicedness (51) and denotesSignifyin
society society (51), the masses society (51), the masses draw society (51), the masses draw on arbitrary sub:
signified in an intentional act of will (51).

Figures of Signification

ForFor Gates, the phenomenonFor Gates, the phenomenon whichFor Gates, the phenomenon which he terms Signifyin(g) me
priprincprincipalprincipal ways: as A) an explicit theme or subject matter; B) an implicit rhetorical strate gy undertaken by a
writer;writer; and C) a principle ofwriter; and C) a principle of literary history (the latter two are connected, as we shallsee). |
of this essay, Gates givesof this essay, Gates gives many examples of the ways in which Signifyin(g) is represented in mar
AmericanAmerican texts (most often in the form of a rituAmerican texts (most often in the form of a ritual speech &
repe atedlyrepeatedly engage).repeatedlyengage). In the second section, Gatesrepeatedlyengage). In the second section, (
ofof revision from text to text) which exists between the earliest exampof revision from text to text) which exists between t
whitewhite American discourses (black writers werewhite Am erican discourse s (black writers were able to Signify upon whitew
as,as, more importantly, the relas, more im portantly, the relaas, more importantly, the relationship which obtains betweel
American literary tradition itself.

Signifyin(g)Signifyin(g) takes manySignifyin(g) takes many forms. Gates argues that black writersSignifyin(g) takes
oneone of several means, including a fairly exact reone of several means, including a fairly exact repetione of several
incongru ouslyincongruously withincongruously with a ludicrous orincongruously with a ludicrous or incongruent content (103)
Burden Burden Signifies upon Kipling s The W hite Man s Burden. Another form of formal parody suggestsBurden Signifie
structurestructure precisely by failing to coincide withstructure precisely by failing to coincide with it--thatis, suggests it by di
ofof this, for Gates, is the way in which Ellison in his fictions Signifies upon W right by parodying Wright s literary
structuresstructures through repetition and difference (106).structures through re petition and difference (106). For Gates, th
havehave gone before (107) is what he calls formal revision (107), critichave gone before (107) is what he calls
Signifyin(g) (107) and is his metaphor for literary history (107).

GatesGates quotes variousGates quotes various importantGates quotes various important glossaries of literary term
inin effecta form of literary criticism which consists iin effecta form of literary criticism which consists in heiin effecta
(107).(107). There are two forms of parody: A) pastipastiche,, which caricatures the manner of an original without
adherenceadherence to its actual words (107), and B) parody proper, in which an original, usually well know, in whicl
distorted,distorted, with the minimum of verbal or literadistorted, with the minimum of verbal or literal distorted, with the
form form (107). Parody in general invites the reader s active participation, playing upon his/her familiform (107). Parod
the genre and text(s) in question:the genre and text(s) in question: it is the reader s responsibility to supplythe genre and te
texttextis a distortedtext is a distorted image,textis a distorted image, mirrored in some way (107). Significantly, Gates adds,
cancan involve relations of content and relations of form,can involve relations of content and relations of form, both, or neithel
ofof theof the term parody (where the author employs the speech ofanother [110] but introducesof the term parody (wher
anan intention which is directly opposed to thean intention which is directly opposed to the original one [110]) aan intention
ofof both pastiche and parody proper defined above. Gates finds Bakhtin s other related term hidden or internal
polemic polemic to be particularly relevant to an understanding of the rpolemic to be particularly relevant to an underst
American writers. In hidden polemic, the

otherother speech actremains outsidethe boundsother speech actremains outsidethe bounds of the author s speecl

to in that speech. The other speech act isto in that speech. The other speech act is not reproducedto in that speec

thethe authorthe authors speech wthe authors speech while remaining outside its boundaries. . . . In hidden |

author sauthor s discourse isauthor s discourse is oriented towards its referential object, as in anyother discourse, b

thethe sam e time e ach assertion about that object is constructed in such a way that, besides its

referentialreferential meaning, thereferential meaning, the author s discoursereferential meaning, the author s discou

speech act, another assertion on the same topic. (111)

ForFor Gates, from this point of view, much ofFor Gates, from this point of view, much of the AfricanFor Gates, from this poin
attemptsattempts to creating a new narrative space for representing the recurring referent of African Ameattempts to
literature literature, the so-called Black Experience (111). literature,the so-called Black Experience (111). The common ref
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toto representis the experience of African Americans. In to representis the experience of African Americans. In sto rep
attem ptsattempts to supplant his or herattempts to supplant his or herprecursors, carving a niche forhim/herself. Forexampl
likelike Wrights, with the black experience but, by his own admission, his like Wrights, with the black experience bu
predominantpredominant spokesperson ofthe conditionpred ominant spok esperson of the condition of the African American c
inadequacies of his representations.

MuchMuch of GMuch of GatesMuch of Gates s comments in this regard have radical implications for the conventi
authorshipauthorship which inform traditional views of the African American literary project. Forauthorship which inform trad
authors authors produce meaning in part byrevising formal patterns authors produce meaning in part by revising formal patt
ofof meaning . . . involves a . . . critiquing both of received literary conof meaning . . . involves a . . . critiquing both c
representedrepresented in canonical texts of the trrepresented in canonical texts of the tradition (represented in canonic:
countercounter to some of thecounter to some of the most cherished aspirations whichcounter to some of the most cherishe
findingfindingone s true (black) self and expressing itin words findingone s true (black) self and expressing itin words. Black
aa theory of parody because it undermines the very questfor literary originality anda theory of parody because it undermir
hashas for so long informed the viewshas for so long informed the views of black critics has for so long informed the vi
theoriststheorists (with the exception of Zora Neale Hurstotheorists (with the exception of Zora Neale Hurstontheoris
AmericanAmerican works of literature, denouncing whAmerican works of literature, denouncing what they cAmerica
repetition, etc. Gates quotes one John Smythe to telling effect:

If there is any fault with us itis thatlf there is any fault with us itis that we are always apinglf there is any fault with t

nownow a distinct, and ever will be a distinct race in this countrynow a distinct, and ever will be a distinct race

religion--makesreligion--makes social distinctions. We are therefore bound by everyreligion--makes social distinction
inin our being and by whatever self-respectin our being and by whatever self-respect you and | individually and colle
makemake ourselves--not on the patternmake ourselves--not on the pattern of any other race, butactuated by ourm:

literature, religion, commerce and social intercourse--a great people. (114)

ThereThere was something shameful, in other words, in being mere mockingbirds. For Hurston,There was something
originality originality is the modification of ideas (qtd. in originality is the m odification of ideas (qtd. in Gates, 118), originality
is also Gates s view.

Moreover,Moreover, Gates points out that many of the Moreover, Gates points out that many of the earliestMore
celebratedcelebrated canonical whitecelebrated canonical white writers and deny a linecele brate d can onical white writers and
is not an entirely bad thing because, he argues citing Ellison, the

notion notion of notion ofan intellectual or artistic succession based upon colour or racialnotion of an intellectual or

lessless absurd than one based uponless absurd than one based upon a common religious background. less absur

influence,influence, rather, caninfluence, rather, can be based on only formal literary revision. .influence, rather, can b

escapeescape the racism, essentialism, or nationalism often implicit in rubrics such as African or

Jewish or Commonwealth literature. (120)

ForFor Gates, rather, the basis of a tradition must be shared pattems of language useFor Gates, rather, the basis of ¢
shashared,shared, discreshared, discrete uses of literary language in texts that bear some sort of relationship to each oth
This This relationship is not one predicated upon the existence of an essential African American or blackThis relationship is r
upon

culturalculturalheritageas shaped byculturalheritage as shaped by the American experience, thecultural heritage as s

aa sharing of that concconcord of senconcord of sensibilities which the group expressed trough historical

circumstancecircumstance and through which circumstance and through which itcircumstance and through w

American culture. (121)

This This concord of sensibilities manifests itself textually. The blackness of black literaThis concord of sensibilities man
oror metap hysical condition . . . nor is it som e transcending essence that exists outside of its m anife stations in

texts texts (121). Bythe blacknesstexts (121). Bythe blackness of blacktexts (121). Bythe blackness of black literature,
thatthat are shared, repeatedthat are shared, repeated, cthat are shared, repeated, critiqued, and revised (121) in respo
sam e socio- historical context.

Itlt is as a result of the foregoing, Gatelt is as a result of the foregoing, G ates argues, It is as a result of the fi
AmericanAmerican literary tradition seem to be related to other black texts primarily in terms of substance or content
(122),(122), whereas they seem to be related to Western texts in terms of form (122). Where writers s(122), whereast
EllisonEllison share common subjects (121) with what Ellison described asEllison share common subjects (121)withwhatE

ancest ancestors ancestors (121) (w ancestors (121) (white writers such as Eliot or Proust) provided model texts for
hastenshastens to point out that whilehastens to point out that while mohastens to point out that while most black writers
genre,genre, many alsorevise tropes from substantive antecedent texts in thegenre, many alsorevise tropes from substantive
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writerswriters read and critique the texts of other black writers as anwriters read and critique the texts of other black writers
what Gateswhat Gates means by motivated (124) (as opposedwhat Gates means by motivated (124) (as opposed to u
of literary revision which functions to clear a space, rhetorically (124).

Gates sGates s point, in short,Gates s point, in short, is that pastiche or parody only renders explicit that which any
implies:implies: that tradition is the process of formimplies: that tradition is the process of formalimplies: that tradition i
announcementannouncement of ostensibly concealedannouncem ent of ostensibly concealed revision (124).announcement
thethe received textualtradition. ... This sort of Signifyin(g) revision servesthe received textualtradition. ... This sort of Sign
text text (124). The revising text is written in the language of the tradition, employingtext (124). The revising text is w
strategies,strategies, and its ostensible subject matter, the so-called Black Experience (124) instrategies, and its ostensible
Signifyin(g),Signifyin(g), in short, isthe figure of Afro-American literary history Signifyin(g),in short,is the figure of Afro-Amer



