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HEN RY L OUIS  GATE S 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 the relationship between the African Am erican sign  �Signification � and the related term

 �Signifyin(g) � �Signifyin(g) � (Gates writes it this way in part to capture how Black �Sign ifyin(g ) � (Ga tes w rites it th is way in par t to ca pture  how  Black Am erica ns would  �Signifyin(g) � (Gates writes it this way in part to capture how Black Americans would pronounce it), on the one

hand,hand, and the standard Englishhand, an d the stan dard En glish signs   �signification  � and  �signifying, � on the oth er. hand, and the standard English signs  �signification � and  �signifying, � on the other.  For Gates, the same sign

meansmeans different things to different communities of persons within the U.S.A.mea ns differe nt things to d ifferent co mm unities of pe rsons w ithin the U.S .A.:means different things to different communities of persons within the U.S.A.: there is a  �play of differences

generatedgenerated by the unrelated concepts (generated by the unrelated concepts (the sgenerated by the unrelated concepts (the signifieds) for which they stand � (45).  In this very difference

betweenbetween the uses to which the same sign  �signification � is put, Gates argues, we are witnessbetween the uses to which the same sign  �signification � is put, Gates argues, we are witness to thebetw een  the uses  to wh ich the sam e sign   �sign ificatio n � is put , Gates ar gues, we  are w itnes s to th e  � (politic al,

semantic)semantic) confrontation between two parallel discursive universes, the black Asemantic) confrontation between two parallel discursive universes, the black Americasemantic) confrontation between two parallel discursive universes, the black American linguistic circle and

thethe white � the white � (45).  When Black America usesthe white �  (45).  When Black America uses this sign, it is  �proffering its critique of the sign as the difference

that blackness m akes 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 that African Americans supplanted the  �received, standard English coGates �s thesis is that African Americans supplanted the  �received, standard English concept

associatedassocia ted by (white ) con ventio n with  thisassociated by (white) convention with this particular signifier � (46).  In so doing,associated by (white) convention with this particular signifier �  (46).  In so doing, Gates contends, the  � nature

ofof the sign = signified/signifier equation � (46) equa tion �  (46) w as  � disru pted  �  (46).    �Sign ificatio n � in equation � (46) was  �disrupted � (46).   �Signification � in standard English denotes

thethe  � mea ning that a the  �meaning that a term . . . is intended to convey � (46).  The term has assumed a special importance since

atat least Saussure.  Gates �s 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 fact merely  � homonyms of terms in the black vernacular tradition perhaps two centuries old �

(46).  The  �black vernacular tradition � (47) long ago  �colonized � (47) this  �white sign � (47), creating a 

hom onym ichomonymic pun of the profoundesthomonymic pun of the profoundest sort, thereby marking its sensehomonymic pun of the profoundest sort, thereby marking its sense of difference from the rest

ofof the En glish com mun ity of speak ers. of the English community of speakers.  Their complex act of language Signifiesof the En glish com mun ity of speak ers.  Th eir com plex act o f languag e Signifies  upon bo th

formalformal language use and its conventions .formal language use and its conventions . . . establishedformal language use  and its conventions . . . established by middle-class white people �  (47).

ThereThere areThe re are  sco res o f othe r sim ilarlyThere are scores of other similarly  �revised words � (47) (e.g.  �baby � or  �cool �).  However, Gates �s focus is on

thethe significance of revising the term  �signification �the s ignific ance of re vising  the te rm   �sign ificatio n � itself the significance of revising the term  �signification � itself which is in effect to  �select a term that represents the

naturenature of the process of m eaning-creation itself �  (47) and thus to  � critique the nature of (white) meaning itself,

to challeng e throug h a literal critique o f the sign th e me aning of m eaning �  (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 (47).  To Signifystands for the system of rhetorical strategies peculiar to their own vernacular tradition (47).  To Signify became

 �t o �to engag e in rhetoric al gam es � (48), to dem onstr  �to engage in rhetorical games � (48), to demonstra  �to engage in rhetorical games � (48), to demonstrate that the  �concepts signified by the signifier are

themselvesthem selves a rbitrary � (47) in their bo nd to the s ignifier.  themselves arbitrary � (47) in their bond to the signifier.  In sothemselves arbitrary � (47) in their bond to the signifier.  In so doing, some  �remarkably self-conscious

speakers of En glish � (47) who werespeak ers of E nglish �  (47) who  were Af rican Am ericans , through  an  �act of will, . .speakers of English � (47) who were African Americans, through an  �act of will, . . . defined their ontological

statusstatus as one of profound d ifference vis-à-vis the rest of society � (47).status as one of profound difference vis-à-vis the rest of society � (47).  Significantly, they  �undertook this act

ofof self-definition, implicit in a (re)nof self-definition, implicit in a (re)namingof self-definition, implicit in a (re)naming ritual, within the process of signification that the English language

hadhad inscribed for itself �  (47).  It is for this reason that Gates has optedhad insc ribed for itse lf �  (47).  It is for this re ason th at Gate s has o pted to us e the term   �Signification  � tohad insc ribed for itse lf �  (47).  It is for this re ason th at Gate s has o pted to us e the term   �Signification  � to denote

thisthis process which others in the Post-colonial world have term this proce ss whic h others  in the Pos t-colonial wo rld have ter med   �abroga tithis process which others in the Post-colonial world have termed  �abrogation and appropriation �: it has

 �remained �remained identical to its whi �rem ained iden tical to its white co unte �remained identical to its white counterpart to demonstrate . . . that a simultaneous, but negated, parallel

discursivediscursive (ontological, political) universe exists wdiscursive (ontological, political) universe exists within the discursive (ontological, political) universe exists within the larger white discursive universe � (49).  In other

words,words, Gates �s term is deliberately designed to stress the  � symbiotic relationship between . . . black vernacular

discour se and  standa rd English  � (50).  

TheThe process  which Gates desc ribes as  �Signifyin(g) �The  proc ess  which Ga tes desc ribes  as  �Sign ifyin(g ) � is clos elyThe process which Gates describes as  �Signifyin(g) � is closely linked to the paradigmatic axis of any

utterance.utteranc e. utteranc e.   � Signifyin(g) c oncern s itself with tha t . . . chaos of  what Sa ussure  calls  �assoc iative relations , �utterance.   � Signifyin(g) concerns itself with that . . . chaos of what Saussure calls  �associative relations, � which

we canwe can represent as the playful puns on awe can represent as the playful puns on a word that occupy the paradigmatic axis of language and which a

speakerspeaker draws on for figurative substitutions �speaker draws  on for figurative substitutions � (49).  Whe respeaker draws on for figurative substitutions � (49).  Where  � signification depends for order and coherence on

thethe exclusion  of un conscious as soc iations wh icthe e xclu sion  of un con scio us as soc iation s wh ich an y givthe exclusion of unconscious associations which any given word yields at any given time, Signification

luxuriatesluxuriates in the inclusionluxuriates in the inclusion of the free play of theseluxuriates in the inclusion of the free play of these associative rhetorical and semantic relations � (49).  In other

words,words, Signifyin(g) stresses  �all of the associations that a signifier carries from otherwords, Signifyin(g) stresses  �all of the associations that a signifier carries from other contexts, which mustwords, Signifyin(g) stresses  �all of the associations that a signifier carries from other contexts, which must be

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 cohe reEverything  that mu st be ex cluded f or me aning to re main  cohere nt Everything that must be excluded for meaning to remain coherent and linear comes to bear in the process

of Signifyin(g ) �  (50).  

ForFor Gates, Bakhtin �s notion ofFor Gates, Bakhtin �s notion of the  �double-voiced � word, that is, a  �word or utterance . . . decolonized

forfor the black �s purposes  �by inserting a newfor the black �s purposes  �by inserting a new semantic orientationfor the black �s purposes  �by inserting a new semantic orientation into a word which already has--and retains--

itsits own orientation � � its own orientation � �  (50) is a very useful device for understanding theits own orientation � �  (50) is a very useful device for understanding the process which he is seeking to describe.
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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 comprehend s  �both a version of the original utterance as the embod iment of the speake r �s

pointpoint of view (or  �seman tic position �) and the second speaker �s evaluation the second speaker �s evaluation of that utterance from a different

pointpoint  of view � (50).   From  this point o f view , any s ign an d, by point of view � (50).  From this point of view, any sign and, by extpoint of view � (50).  From this point of view, any sign and, by extension, any utterance is something of a

 �palimpsest �palim psest in w hic �palimpsest in which the uppermos  �palimp sest in wh ich the up perm ost inscrip tion is a com men tary on the o ne ben eath it � (50).  In sho rt,

Signifyin(g)Signifyin(g) is  �black double-voicedness � (51)Signifyin(g) is  �black double-voicedness � (51) and denotesSign ifyin(g ) is  � black do uble- voice dness �  (51) a nd de note s the  proc ess  by whic h  �especia lly in a m ultieth nic

soc iety � society � (51), the  �masses �  �society � (51), the  �masses �  �draw society � (51), the  �mas ses �  �draw on   �arbitrary sub stitution � freely, to disrup t the signifier b y displacing its

signified in an  intentional ac t of will �  (51). 

 �Figures of Signification �

ForFor Gates, the phenomenonFor Gates, the phenomenon whichFor Gates, the phenomenon which he terms Signifyin(g) manifests itself in African American literature in three

priprincprincipalprinc ipal wa ys: as  A) an  explic it them e or s ubje ct m atter ; B) an  imp licit rhe torica l strate gy und ertak en by a

writer;writer; and C) a principle ofwriter; and C) a principle of literary history (the latter two are connected, as we shall see).  In the firstwriter; and C) a principle of literary history (the latter two are connected, as we shall see).  In the first section

of this essay, Gates givesof this essay, Gates gives many examples of the ways in which Signifyin(g) is represented in manyof this essay, Gates gives many examples of the ways in which Signifyin(g) is represented in many African

AmericanAm erican tex ts (mo st often in th e form  of a rituAm erica n tex ts (m ost o ften in  the fo rm  of a ritu al spe ech  act in Am erican tex ts (mo st often in th e form  of a ritual spe ech ac t in which the  protago nists of the se texts

repe ated lyrepeatedly engage).repeatedly engage).  In the second section, Gatesrepeatedly engage).  In the second section, Gates uses the term to describe the intertextual relationship (one

ofof revision from text to text) which exists between the earliest exampof revision from text to text) which exists between the earliest exam ples of Afriof revision from text to text) which exists between the earliest examples of African American literature and

whitewhite American discours es (black writers werewhite Am erican dis course s (black  writers we re able to  � Signify upo n whitewhite  Am erica n disc ours es (b lack  writer s we re ab le to  � Sign ify upo n wh ite rac ism  throu gh pa rody �  [94]) a s we ll

as,as, more importantly, the relas, m ore im porta ntly, the  relaas, more importantly, the relationship which obtains between the central texts which comprise the African

American literary tradition itself.

Signifyin(g)Signifyin(g) takes manySignifyin(g) takes many forms.  G ates argues that black writersSignifyin(g) takes many forms.  Gates argues that black writers often repeat  �another �s structure by

oneone of several me ans, including a fairly exact reone of s everal m eans, inc luding a fa irly exact repe tione of several means, including a fairly exact repetition of a given narrative or rhetorical structure, filled

incongru ous lyincongr uously with incongruously with a ludicrous orincongruously with a ludicrous or incongruent content �  (103).  For example, Fortune �s poem  � The Black Man �s

Burden � Burde n �  Signifies up on Kipling � s  � The W hite Man  �s Burde n. �   Anothe r form  of  � form al parody s ugges tsBurden �  Signifies upon Kipling �s  � The W hite Man �s Burden. �   Another form of  �formal parody suggests aBurden �  Signifies upon Kipling �s  � The W hite Man �s Burden. �   Another form of  � formal parody suggests a given

structurestructure  precise ly by failing to coincid e withstructure precisely by failing to coincide with it--that is, suggests it by dissemblance �struc ture p recis ely by fa iling to c oinc ide w ith it--th at is, s uggests  it by diss em blanc e �  (104 ).  A go od ex am ple

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).struc tures  throu gh re petitio n and  diffe renc e �  (106 ).  For  Gate s, this structures through repetition and difference �  (106).  For Gates, this  � technical assault against the styles which

havehave  gone  befo re � (107 ) is wh at he  calls  �form al rev ision � (107 ),  �critichave  gone  befo re � (107 ) is wh at he  calls  �form al rev ision � (107 ),  �critica l have gone before � (107) is what he calls  �formal revision � (107),  �critical signification � (107) or  �formal

Signifyin(g) �  (107) an d is his  �meta phor for  literary history �  (107).  

GatesGates quotes variousGates quotes various importantGates quotes various important glossaries of literary terms which define literary parody in general as

inin effect a  �form of literary criticism which consists iin effect a  �form of literary criticism which consists in heiin effect a  �form of literary criticism which consists in heightening the characteristics of the thing imitated �

(107).(107).  There are two form s 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 which an original, usually well known,  �in wh ich an  origin al, usually we ll kno wn, is

distorted,distorted, with the minimum of verb al or literadisto rted,  with th e m inim um  of ve rbal o r litera l distorted, with the minimum of verbal or literal change, to convey a new sense, often incongruous with the

form � form  � (107 ).  Par ody in g ene ral inv ites th e rea der �s ac tive pa rticipa tion, p laying u pon  his/her famili form  � (107).  Pa rody in gen eral invites the  reader �s active pa rticipation, playing  upon his /her fam iliarityform  � (107).  Pa rody in gen eral invites the  reader �s active pa rticipation, playing  upon his /her fam iliarity with

the genre and text(s) in question:the genre  and text(s ) in qu estio n: it is th e rea der �s res ponsibility to   �supplythe genre and text(s) in question: it is the reader �s responsibility to  �supply the model, of which the author �s

texttext is a distortedtext is a distorted image,text is a distorted image, mirrored in some way �  (107).  Significantly, Gates adds, this  � looking-glass reflection

cancan involve relations of content and relations of form,can involve relations of content and relations of form, both, or neither � can involve relations of content and relations of form, both, or neither � (107).  Gates finds Bakhtin �s definition

ofof theof the term  �parody � (where the author  �employs the speech of another � [110] but  � introducesof the term  �parody � (where the author  �employs the speech of another � [110] but  � introduces into that speech

anan intention which is directly opposed to thean intention which is directly opposed to the original one � [110]) aan intention which is directly opposed to the original one � [110]) a useful one that encompasses the notions

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 understanding of the relationpolemic � to be particularly relevant to an understanding of the relationship which obtains between African

American writers.  In hidden polemic, the 

otherother speech act remains outside the boundsother speech act remains outside the bounds of the author �s speech, but is implied orother speech act remains outside the bounds of the author �s speech, but is implied or alluded

to in that speech. Th e other sp eech act  isto in that speech. The other speech act is not reproducedto in that speech. The other speech act is not reproduced with a new intention, but shapes

thethe authorthe author �s speech wthe author �s speech while remaining outside its boundaries. . . .  In hidden polemic, the

author �sauth or �s disc ours e isauthor �s discourse is oriented towards its referential object, as in any other discourse, but at

thethe sam e time e ach as sertion ab out that ob ject is con structed  in such a  way that, bes ides its

referentialreferential meaning, thereferential meaning, the author �s discoursereferential meaning, the author �s discourse brings a polemical attack to bear against another

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 point of view, much of the African Am erican literary tradition  �can be read as suc cessive

attem ptsattempts to creating a new narrative space for representing the recurring referent of African Ameattempts to creating a new narrative space for representing the recurring referent of African Amerattempts to creating a new narrative space for representing the recurring referent of African American

literature,literature, the s o-called B lack Ex perienc e �  (111). literature, the so-called Black Experience �  (111).  The common  �referential object � which all such writers seek
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toto represent is the experience of African Americans.  In to represent is the experience of African Americans.  In sto represent is the experience of African Americans.  In so doing, each such writer implicitly alludes to and

attem ptsattempts to supplant his or herattempts to supplant his or her precursors, carving a niche for him/herself.  For example, Ellison �s worksattem pts to  supp lant h is or h er pre curs ors, c arvin g a nic he fo r him /hers elf.  Fo r exa mp le, Ellis on �s wo rks  deal,

likelike Wright �s, with the  �black experience � but, by his own admission, his like Wright �s, with the  �black experience � but, by his own admission, his goallike Wright �s, with the  �black experience � but, by his own admission, his goal is to replace Wright as the

predominantpredominant spokesperson of the conditionpred om inant  spok esperso n of th e con dition  of the  Afric an Ame rican  com mu nity by im plicitlypredominant spokesperson of the condition of the African American community by implicitly underscoring the

inadequacies of his representations.

MuchMuch of G Much of GatesMuch of Gates �s comments in this regard have radical implications for the conventional notions of

auth orsh ipauthorship which inform traditional views of the African American literary project.  Forauthorship which inform traditional views of the African American literary project.  For Gates, asauthorship which inform traditional views of the African American literary project.  For Gates, as for Bakhtin,

 � authors � authors produce meaning in part by revising formal patterns � authors produce meaning in part by revising formal patterns of � authors produce meaning in part by revising formal patterns of representation in their fiction. This production

ofof meaning . . . involves a . . . critiquing both of received literary conof meaning . . . involves a . . . critiquing both of received literary conveof meaning . . . involves a . . . critiquing both of received literary conventions and of the subject matter

representedrepres ented in c anonica l texts of the  trrepresented in canonical texts of the tradition � (represented in canonical texts of the tradition � (113).  Gates points out that such a view of authorship runs

countercounter to some of thecounter to some of the most cherished aspirations whichcounter to some of the most cherished aspirations which inform the African American literary project: that of

findingfinding one �s true (black) self and expressing it in words.finding one �s true (black) self and expressing it in words.  Blackfinding on e �s true (blac k) self an d expre ssing it in wo rds.  Blac k writers , he points  out, are no t com fortable w ith

aa theory of parody because it undermines the very quest for literary originality anda the ory of  paro dy bec aus e it und erm ines  the ve ry que st for  literar y origin ality an d rac iaa theory of parody because it undermines the very quest for literary originality and racial authenticity which

hashas for so long informed the viewshas for so long informed the views of black critics has for so long informed the views of black critics writing on black literature.  So many black writers and

theorists theorists (w ith the exc eption of Z ora Ne ale Hurs totheorists (with the exception of Zora Neale Hurstontheorists (with the exception of Zora Neale Hurston) have lamented the absence of originality in black

AmericanAmerican works of literature, denouncing whAm erica n wo rks  of liter ature , den oun cing  wha t they c American works of literature, denouncing what they call parroting, mimicry, mindless imitation, aping,

repetition, etc .  Gates  quotes  one Jo hn Sm ythe to telling effe ct:

If there is any fault with us it is thatIf there is any fault with us it is that we are always apingIf ther e is an y fault w ith us  it is tha t we a re alw ays ap ing so me body else.  . . .  The  Neg ro is

nownow a distinct, and ever will be a distinct race in this countrynow a distinct, and ever will be a distinct race in this country.  Blood--now a distinct, and ever will be a distinct race in this country.  Blood--not language and

religion--makesreligion--makes social distinctions.  We a re therefore bound by everyreligion--makes social distinctions.  We are therefore bound by every dropreligion--makes social distinctions.  We are therefore bound by every drop of blood that flows

inin our being and by whatever self-respectin our being  and by wh atever se lf-respec t you and I ind ividually and co llectively posse ss, to

makemake  ourselves--not on the patternmake ourselves--not on the pattern of any other race, but actuated by ourma ke o urse lves- -not o n the  patte rn of  any other ra ce, but ac tuate d by ou r pec uliar g enius  in

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 shameful, in other words, in being mere  �mockingbirds. �  For Hurston, by coThere  was so meth ing sham eful, in other w ords, in be ing me re  �moc kingbird s. �  For Hu rston, by co ntrast,

 �originality � origin ality is the m odific ation  of ide as �  (qtd. in  � originality is the m odification o f ideas �  (qtd. in Ga tes, 118) , originality � origin ality is the m odific ation  of ide as �  (qtd. in  Gate s, 118), or iginalit y is alwa ys  � re-in terpr etatio n �  (118 ).  Th is

is also G ates �s view. 

Moreover,Moreover, Gates points out that many of the Moreover, Gates points out that many of the earliestMoreo ver, Ga tes points  out that m any of the e arliest black  writers trac e their literary gen ealogy to

celebratedcelebra ted can onical wh itecelebrated canonical white writers and deny a linecelebrate d can onical wh ite write rs an d den y a line o f litera ry des cen t within  their o wn tra dition .  For G ates , this

is not an entirely bad thing because, he argues citing Ellison, the 

 �notion �notion of �notion of an intellectual or artistic succession based upon colour or racial �notion of an intellectual or artistic succession based upon colour or racial background is no

lessless absurd than one based uponless abs urd than  one bas ed upo n a com mon  religious ba ckgro und. �less absurd than one based upon a common religious background. �  Literary succession or

influence,influence, rather, caninfluence , rather, ca n be bas ed on on ly formal literar y revision. . influence, rather, can be based on only formal literary revision. . . .  Few definitions of tradition

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

 �Jewish � or  �Comm onwealth � literature.  (120)

ForFor Gates, rather, the  �basis of a tradition must be shared patterns of language useFor Gates, rather, the  �basis of a tradition must be shared patterns of language use.  By this I mean For Gates, rather, the  �basis of a tradition must be shared patterns of language use.  By this I mean the

shashared,shared, discreshared, discrete uses of literary language in texts that bear some so rt of relationship to each other � (121).

This This relationship is not one predicated upon the existence of an essential African American or blackThis relationship is not one predicated upon the existence of an essential African American or black self but

upon

culturalcultural heritage as shaped bycultural heritage as shaped by the American experience, thecultural he ritage as s haped  by the Am erican ex perienc e, the soc ial and political pr edicam ent;

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

circumstancecircumstance and through which circu ms tanc e and  throu gh w hich  itcircumstance and through which it has come to constitute a subdivision of the larger

American culture.  (121)

This This concord of sen sibilities  �manifests itself textually.  The blackness of black literaThis concord of sensibilit ies  �manifests itself textually.  The blackness of black literature iThis co ncord o f sensib ilities  �man ifests itself tex tually.  The blac knes s of black  literature is no t an abso lute

oror m etap hysical con dition  . . . nor is  it som e tran scending  essence tha t exis ts ou tside  of its m anife statio ns in

texts �texts � (121).  By the blacknesstexts � (121).  By the blackness of blacktexts � (121).  By the blackness of black literature, therefore, Gates means  �specific uses of literary language

thatthat are shared, repeated,that are sh ared, rep eated, c that are shared, repeated, critiqued, and revised � (121) in response to the vagaries and vicissitudes of the

sam e socio- historical co ntext.  

ItIt is as a res ult of the fore going, G ateIt is as a res ult of the fore going, G ates arg ues, It is as a result of the foregoing, Gates argues, that several of the canonical texts in the African

AmericanAm erican literar y tradition  � seem  to be relate d to other b lack tex ts prim arily in terms  of subs tance o r conten t �

(122),(122), whereas they  �seem to be related to Western texts in terms of form � (122).  Where writers s(122), whereas they  �seem to be related to Western texts in terms of form � (122).  Where writers su(122), whereas they  �seem to be related to Western texts in terms of form � (122).  Where writers such as

EllisonEllison share  � common subjects �  (121) with what Ellison described asEllison sha re  � com mo n sub jects  �  (121 ) with w hat E llison d esc ribed  as their bla ck lite rary  � relativ es �  (121 ), their

 � ancest � ancestors �  �ancestors � (121) (w �ancestors � (121) (white writers such as Eliot or Proust) provided  �model texts for revision � (121).  Gates

hastenshas tens  to po int ou t that w hilehastens to point out that while mohas tens  to po int ou t that w hile m ost b lack  writer s  �seek to p lace  their w orks  in the  �large r � traditio n of th eir

genre,genre, many also revise tropes from substantive antecedent texts in thegenre, many also revise tropes from substantive antecedent texts in the Afro-American tradition �  (122).  Black
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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 as an act of rhetorical self-definition �writer s  � read  and c ritique  the te xts o f othe r blac k wr iters a s an a ct of r heto rical s elf-definitio n �  (122 ).  Th is is

what Gateswhat Gates means by  �motivated  � (124) (as opposedwhat Gates means by  �motivated  � (124) (as opposed to unmotivated) Signifyin(g): the former is that mode

of literary revision  which fu nctions to   �clear a sp ace, rhe torically �  (124).  

Gates �sGates  �s point, in sh ort,Gates �s point, in short, is that pastiche or parody  � only renders explicit that which any literaryGates �s point, in short, is that pastiche or parody  � only renders explicit that which any literary history

implies:implies: that tradition is the process of form implies: that tradition is the process of formalimplies: that tradition is the process of formal revision.  Pastiche is literary history naming itself, . . . the

announcementannouncement of ostensibly concealedannouncem ent of ostensibly concealed revision �  (124).announcement of ostensibly concealed revision �  (124).   �Writers Signify upon each other �s texts by rewriting

thethe received textual tradition. . . .  This sort of Signifyin(g) revision servesthe received textual tradition. . . .  This sort of Signifyin(g) revision serves . . . to create a spacethe received textual tradition. . . .  This sort of Signifyin(g) revision serves . . . to create a space for the revising

text � text � (124).  The revising text  �is written in the language of the tradition, employingtext � (124).  The revising text  �is written in the language of the tradition, employing text � (124).  The revising text  �is written in the language of the tradition, employing its tropes, its rhetorical

strategies,strategies , and  its os tens ible su bjec t ma tter, th e so- called  Black Ex perie nce  �  (124 ) instrategies, and its ostensible subject matter, the so-called Black Experience �  (124) in order to replacestrategies, and its ostensible subject matter, the so-called Black Experience �  (124) in order to replace them.

Signifyin(g),Sign ifyin(g ), in sh ort, is t he  � figure of A fro-A me rican  literar y histo ry � Signifyin(g), in short, is the  � figure of Afro-American literary history �  (124) and, by extension,Sign ifyin(g ), in sh ort, is the  � figure of A fro-A me rican  literar y histo ry �  (124 ) and , by ex tens ion, a ll literary histo ry.


