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Monica Davis & Hazra Medica Presentation on The Signifying Monkey by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
Chapter 2 “The Signifying Monkey and the Language of Signifyini(g): Rhetorical Difference and the Order of Meaning”

Henry Gates stated his “concern in this chapter is to define a carefully structured system of rhetoric and to show traditional Afro –American figures of signification” (44). In this chapter he is focusing upon rhetoric and semantics.

“The Black concept of Signifyin(g) is a bit like stumbling unaware into a hall of mirrors: the sign itself appears to be doubled, at the very least and (re) doubled upon ever closer examination.” (44)  He contends, it is not the sign that has been doubled but rather the signifier has been doubled and (re) doubled, “a signifier in this instance is silent, a “sound- image” as Saussure defines the signifier, but a “sound-image” sans the sound.” (44)   Gates affirms that the same difficulty we experience when thinking about the nature of the visual (re)doubled at work in a hall of mirrors is similar to the difficulty encountered in dealing with black linguistic sign “Signification” to the Standard English sign, “signification.”  This difficulty is “intentionally inscribed within- the selection of the signifier “Signification” to represent a concept remarkably distinct from that concept represented by the Standard English signifier, “signification,” “for the standard English word is a homonym of the Afro-American vernacular word…these two homonyms have everything to do with each other and, then again, absolutely nothing.” (45)


There is a classic confrontation between the Afro-American culture and American culture, this confrontation is both political and metaphysical.  “This confrontation is defined by the politics of semantics, semantics here is defined as the study of the classification of changes in the signification of words, and more especially the relationships between theories of denotation and naming as well as connotation and ambiguity.” (45)  “The relationship that black “Signification” bears to the English “signification” is paradoxically, a relation of difference inscribed within a relation of identity.” (45)  In Gates opinion it is inherent in the nature of metaphorical substitution and the pun, “particularly those rhetorical tropes dependent in sound on repetition of a word with a change denoted by a difference in sound or in a letter (agnominatiao) and in homonymic puns (anatanaclasis)” (45)  

Gates is of the opinion that the “condition of ambiguity would disappear in the instance at hand if the two signs under examination did not bear the same signifier.  If the two signs were designated by two different signifiers we could escape our sense of vertigo handily. (45)   We cannot escape the very identity of the signifiers, and the play of differences generated by the unrelated concepts for which they stand.  Gates states that “we are privileged to witness the (political semantic) confrontation between two parallel discursive universes: the black American linguistics circle and the white.  We see here  the most profound trace of an extended engagement between two separate and distinct yet profound related orders of meaning dependent precisely as much for their confrontation on relations of identity, manifested in the signifier, as relations of difference, manifested at the level of the signified.” (45)  

To demonstrate the difference between white and black signifiers, Gates place the black signifier in upper case (Signification) and the white signifier in lower case (signification).  He has also selected to write the black term (Signifyin(g) ) with a bracketed (g) and the white term without a bracketed (g).  “This bracketed (g) enables him to connote the fact that his word is, more often than not spoken by black people without the final (g) as “signifyin”.  It also enables him to recall the fact that whatever historical community of Afro- Americans coined the usage did so in the vernacular as spoken, in contradistinction to the literate written usages of the Standard English “shadowed” term.” (46)  “It also help to avoid confusion and the reduction of these two distinct sets of homonyms to a false identity and to stand as the sign of a black Signifyin(g) difference itself.  The absent (g) is a figure for the Signifyin(g) black difference.” (46)

“Signification in Standard English denotes the meaning that a term conveys, or is intended to convey.  It is a fundamental term in the Standard English semantic order.  Since Saussure, at least, the three terms signification, signifier, signified have been fundamental to our thinking about general linguistics and, of late, about criticism specifically.” (46)  Gates contends the criticism “have mounted against all sorts of Standard English terms,” (47) for instance terms such as nigger, baby and cool which oriented from the black vernacular are snobbishly written about as dialect words or slang.
“There are scores of such revised words.  But to revise the term signification is to select a term that represents the nature of the process of meaning-creation and its representation.” (47)  Thus Gates contends “we are witnessing a profound disruption at the level of the signifier, because of the relationship of identity.” (47)  “To revise the received sign literally accounted for in the relation represented by signified/signifier at its most apparently denotative level is to critique the nature of (white) meaning itself.” (47)  With this revision, it led Gates to ask a question, “what did black people signify in a society in which they were intentionally introduced as the subjugated, as the enslaved cipher? Nothing on the x axis of white signification, and everything on the y axis of blackness.” (47)  “Black people vacated this signifier, the –incredibly-substituted as its concept a signified that stands for the system of rhetorical strategies peculiar to their own vernacular tradition” (47)  Not having signified anything on the x axis according to Gates, black people “undertook an act of self definition” by using the black vernacular.  Therefore contrary to Saussure belief “the masses” can “have [a] voice in the matter” and replaced the sign “chosen by language” (47) 


In the black vernacular, the signification changes, “Whereas in standard English usage signification can be represented as signified/signifier and that which is signified is a concept, within the black vernacular it has been supplanted by a relation of rhetoric, the signifier “Signification” is associated with a concept that stands for the rhetorical structures of the black vernacular.” (48) 


Gates reminds us that it would be wrong to propose that a concept can be erased from it relation to a signifier, for “a signifier is never able to escape its received meanings, or concept, no matter how dramatically such concept might change through time. For all homonyms depend on the absent presence of received concepts associated with a signifier.” (48)  It therefore means that the “signifier “Signification” has remained identical in spelling to its white counterpart to demonstrate first that a simultaneous, but negated, parallel discursive universe exist and to show that the most agonizing level of black-white differences is that of meaning, of “signification” in the most literal sense.” (49)

“The English- Language use of signification refers to the chain of signifiers that configure horizontally on the syntagmatic axis.  Whereas signification operates and can be represented on a syntagmatic or horizontal axis, Signifyin(g) operates and can be represented on paradigmatic or vertical axis.” (49)  Therefore Signifyin(g) “concerns itself with that which is suspended, vertically: the chaos of what Saussure calls “associative relations,” which we can represent as the playful puns on a word that occupy the paradigmatic or vertical axis of language and which a speaker draws on for figurative substitutions and these tend to be humorous, or fiction to a name a person or a situation in a telling manner.” (49)  “Whereas signification depends for order and coherence on the exclusion of unconscious associations which any given word yields at any given time, Signification luxuriates in the inclusion of the free play of these associative rhetorical and semantic relation.” (49)  “As a result Jacques Lacan calls these vertically suspended association “ a whole articulation of relevant contexts” by which he means all of the associations that a signifier carries from other texts, which must be deleted, ignored, or censored fro this signifier to be lined up with a signified to produce a specific meaning. (50)  For instance in Anthony Easthope piece Poetry as Discourse he states

          All of these absences and dependencies which have to be barred in order

          for meaning to take place constitute what Lacan designates as the Other.

          The presence of meaning along the syntagmatic chain necessarily depends

          upon the absence of the Other, the rest of language, from the syntagmatic chain.
Gates contends the “Signifyin(g), in Lucan’s sense, is the Other of discourse; but it also constitutes the black Other’s discourse as its rhetoric.” (50)  “Ironically, he states rather than a proclamation of emancipation from the white person’s standard English, the symbiotic relationship between the black and white, between the syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes, between black vernacular discourse and Standard English discourse, is underscore and signified, by the vertiginous relationship between the terms signification and Signification, each of which is dependent on the other.” (50)


Mikhail Bakhtin sees the process of semantic appropriation in evidence in relation of Signification to signification as a double voiced word, that is, “a word or utterance, in this context, decolonized for the black’s purposes “by inserting a new semantic orientation into a word which already has-and retains-its own orientation.” (50)  Gary Saul Morson’s elaborated on the issue of doubled voiced.

       The audience of a double voiced word is therefore meant to hear both a 
       version of the original utterance as the embodiment of its speaker’s point of 
       view (or semantic position) and the second speaker’s evaluation of that utterance
       from a different point of view.

Bakhtin’s notion, then, implictiy critiques Saussure’s position

      The signifier…is fixed, not free, with respect to the linguistic community that

       uses it.  The masses have no voice in the matter, and the signifier chosen by                        
       language could by replaced by no other… [The] community it self cannot control

       so much as a single word: it is bound to the existing language.

“The double-voiced relation of the two terms under analysis forcibly shows that “the masses” especially in a multiethnic society, it draws on “arbitrary substitution” freely, to disrupt the signifier by replacing its signified in an intentional act of will.  Signifyin(g) is black double-voicedness; because it always entails formal revision and an intertextual relation.” (51)   

Chapter 3  “Figures of Signification”
In chapter 3 Gates deals with examples of Signifyin(g). Gates states that “Signifyin(g) is a principle of language use and is not in any way related to the exclusive province of black people, although blacks named the term and invented its rituals.”(90) One of the earliest examples is found in the poetry of “el Negro” by Juan Latino.

            For if our black face, oh king, is displeasing to your ministers the white

            face is not pleasing to the men of Ethiopia.  There, he who, white, visits

            the East is held in little esteem.  The leaders are black, oh king, and the

            ruddy color is present.

Latino is Signifyin(g) in this passage because he has mounted a rhetorical self defense by defending the integrity of his black self through a clever inversion of the text in which societies define beauty.  This subtle and witty use of irony is among the most common forms of Signifyin(g) .”(90)  

Another example is found in “Dreadful Riot on Negro Hill”, this is a 19th century article published in New York.  In this article the author uses signification as parody of Philis Wheatley’s seven known letters to her black friend, Arbour Tanner of Newport, Rhode Island, dated between 1772 and 1779.  “The second sentence reads, “I don’t know dat t can give you more sublime description of de dreadful night work, den in de language of Massa Pope and Milton.”  The letter and its verse are, in fact, written in dialect making this document one of the earliest extended examples of the representation of black speech in verse.” (92)
De damage done no tongue can tell,
But I will try to let you know,
Long on de subject I cant dwell,

It make me feel all over so!

“The black English vernacular, as early as this was a sign of black difference, blackness of the tongue.  It is not surprising that the vernacular is the source from which black theory spring.” (92)


The representation of Signifyin(g) in Afro-American literature as a ritual speech act is a subject that has been treated by linguist Geneva Smitherman in Talkin and Testifyin.  For Smitherman, Signifyin(g) is a black “mode of discourse” that is synonym of “dropping lugs; joanin; capping and sounding. (94) For her Signification have the following eight characteristics:
1. indirection, circumlocution

2. metaphorical-imagistic (but images rooted in the everyday, real world)

3. humorous, ironic

4. rhythmic fluency and sound

5. teachy but not preachy

6. directed at person or persons usually present in the situational context

7. punning, play on words

8. introduction of the semantically or logically unexpected.

Signifyin(g), for Smitherman, as mode of discourse can be employed for insult, “to make a point,” or “just for fun.” (96)

              “Let’s go,” said Slim

            “One No trump,” said Al

            “I ain’t got a Gawddamn thing,” whined Jake, squirming in his chair.

            “Don’t confess to me!” said Slim haughtily. “I ain’t no priest!”

This passage includes three of the eight aspect of Signification, humor, plays on the semantically and logically unexpected and direction at the person present.


“The dozens (a form of signification, but as a discourse mode with rules and rituals of its own) is perhaps the best-known mode of Signification, both because it depends so heavily on humor and because the success of its exchange turns on insults of ones’s family members, especially one’s mother”. (99)
           “His personal responsibility,” Brother Jack said.

           “Did you hear that, Brother? Did I hear him correctly?

           “Where did you get it, Brother,” he said.  “this is astounding, where did you get         

             it?”

           “From your Ma-” I started and caught myself in time.

One of the funniest representations of dozens appears in Wright short story “Big Boy Leaves Home,” it includes twelve sex acts, each stated in such a way as to rhyme with numbers 1 to 12. (99)
       Yo mama don wear no drawers,
                 Ah seena when she pulled them off,

       N she washed em in alcohol,

                 N she hung em out in the hell,

       N she put em back on her Quall!

One of the most interesting representations of Signifyin(g) occurs in Alston Anderson short story “Signifying”.  
        One day I was standing outside the barbershop with some of the boys.  Miss 

    Florence come by on her way home from the school house and they got to 

    signifying:

         “Mmmmm-mph! What a fine day this is!”

         “Yes, Lawd, it sho is.”

         “My, my, what a purty day!”

         “How do, Miss Florence!”

         “How do you do.”

         “Yes, Lawd, I’d sleep in the street fawdy days and fawdy nights for a day

            like that!”

         “Y’all hush your signifying,” I said. “That there’s a lady and I won’t have

           y’all signifying ‘bout her like that.”

        I said it in a tone of voice that wasn’t loud, but I knew she heard it.  Next time I seen  

     her she had a nice little smile for me, but I acted just like nothing had ever happened.

“This example of Signifin(g) not only represents a metaphorical transfer but also demonstrates H. Rap Brown’s statement that Signifin(g) can make a person feel good or bad.” (102) “Anderson short story is a masterpiece of the genre and is one of the most delicately wrought representations of Signifyin(g) as theme, as depicted oral ritual, but also as structuring principle, since the story’s mode of narration is the black vernacular.” (102) 

Section 2: “Figures of signification”

        Gates opens the second section with a discussion of ‘indirection’ which he notes linguists stress as the ‘most salient feature’ (103) evidenced in the ‘literature of Signifyin(g)’(103). He locates ‘rhetorical naming’ via the aforementioned feature as being central to: 

our notions of figuration, troping and of the parody of forms, or pastiche, in evidence when one writer repeats another’s structure by one of several means (103)

inclusive of the tactic of the ‘fairly exact’ reproduction of the narrative or rhetorical structure of the work of the latter, but which the former fills with ‘a ludicrous or incongruent context’(103).   Gates points to T. Thomas Fortune’s “The Black Man’s Burden” as apt illustration of this tactic, Signifyin(g) as it does upon “White Man’s Burden” by Kipling:

What is the Black Man’s Burden,

Ye hypocrites and vile,

Ye whited sepulchres

From th’ Amazon to the Nile?

What is the Black Man’s Burden,

Ye Gentile parasites,

Who crush and rob your brother

Of his manhood and his rights?

He proffers up another example, this time from Dante Gabriel Rosetti- “Uncle Ned”, a ‘dialect verse parody’ (103) of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin:

Him tale dribble on and on widout a break,

Till you had no eyes for to see;

When I reach Chapter 4 I had got a headache;

So I had to let Chapter 4 be.

His third example has its source not in formal literature though he quotes it from R.D. Abraham’s Positively Black but in a poem which originated as a rhyme created by children in east Texas as a chant used whilst skipping rope:

Two, four, six eight,

We ain’t gonna integrate.

Eight , six, four, two,

Bet you sons-of-bitches do.

This rhyme he informs us repeats as well as inverses the form of that as chanted by ‘white racists’ during the ‘problematic integration’ (103) of a Little Rock, Arkansas, high school in 1957.  During the initial days of the integration attempt by the state, “white adults and their children lined either side of the school walk hurling racial epithets at black children and at members of the National guard” (103).  Thus the rhyme by repeating the content of the two-line chant used by the said group and adding its own variations to the form “Signifies upon its racists antecedent” (104).

     Added to this, there is another sort of formal parody, Gates holds, which points or suggests to a given structure by another route, that is, by “failing to coincide with it”- this he notes is suggestion ‘by dissemblance’(104).  This is central to jazz in which there is the repetition of a form followed by its inversion via a process of variation.  For examples of this he points us towards John Coltrane’s rendition of “My Favourite Things” as compared to the Julie Andrew’s version and he follows this example with a number of others.

    Gates then turns his attention to using Ralph Ellison’s implicit definitions of the parody element or aspect of Signifyin(g) to chart his (Gates’s) ensuing discussion on the strategies of formal (devision) at work in the Afro-American Literary tradition. For his first example drawn from the said author, he quotes from the ‘complex short Story’ “And Hickman Arrives” (1960). Ellison’s narrator, he notes portrays Signifyin(g) in this way:

And the two men [Daddy Hickman and Deacon Wilhite] standing side by side, the one large and dark, the other slim and light brown, the other reverends rowed behind them, their faces staring grim with engrossed attention to the reading of the Word, like judges in their carved, high-backed chairs.  And the two voices beginning their call and countercall as Daddy Hickman began spelling out the text which Deacon Wilhite read, playing variations on the verses just as he did with his trombone when he really felt like signifying on a tune the choir was singing. (104)

According to him, following this introduction, the two ministers demonstrate this mode of Signification, ‘which in turn Signifies upon the antiphonal structure of the Afro-American sermon’ (104).   Gates asserts that this is very much akin to what someone like Richard Pryor does with both the sermonic structure and Stevie Wonder’s “Living for the City” which Pryor effects by “speaking the lyrics of Wonder’s song in the form of and with the intonation peculiar to the Afro-American sermon in his “reading” of “The Book of Wonder”’ (104).   This sort of parody, he holds as “signification of the “third order” (104). It reveals at once the “received structure of the sermon (by its presence, demystified here by its incongruous content)” as well as “the structures of Wonder’s music (by absence of its form and the presence of its lyrics).”  Added to this, of course is “complex yet direct formal relationship between both the black sermon and Wonder’s music specifically, and black sacred and secular narrative forms generally” (104).

   Ellison, he notes defines Signifyin(g) in other ways and he draws upon an essay on Charlie Parker “On Bird, Bird-Watching and Jazz” (1962) in which Ellison discusses the satirical aspect of signifying as one aspect of riffing in jazz. 

But what kind of bird was Parker?  Back during the thirties members of the old Blue Devils Orchestra celebrated a certain robin by playing a lugubrious little tune called “They Picked Poor Robin.”  It was a jazz community joke, musically an extended ‘signifying riff” or melodic naming of a recurrent human situation, and was played to satirize some betrayal of faith or loss of love observed from the bandstand. (105)

In this case, the parody is two-dimensional- it involves not only a formal parody of the melody “They Picked Poor Robin” but also a ‘ritual naming, and therefore a troping, of an action “observed from the bandstand”’ (105). Gates elaborates on the term ‘riffing’, which he notes has several meanings, and he privileges Jelly Roll Morton’s definition: “a figure, musically speaking.” It (a riff) functions as “ ‘something that gives any orchestra great background’ by which Morton means ‘what you would call a foundation’, ‘something you could walk on’” (105).   J. Dillard’s definition he notes explains that this “figure” works as “a short phrase repeated over the length of a chorus, more or less like an ostinato in classical European musical notation’ (105).   Gates draws a parallel in the phrase, “As Your Mama”, which is repeated throughout Langston Hughes’s poem bearing the same title. This phrase he notes is the sort of riff or figure which Dillard speaks of and it is a central component of jazz improvization and Signifyin(g) serving “as an especially appropriate synonym for troping and for revision” (105).

     Ellison, he (Gates) notes is a complex Signifier, “naming things by indirection and troping throughout his works” (105).  He points to Ellison’s review of LeRoi Jones’s Blues People in which Ellison defines Signifyin(g) in yet another sense, signifying upon Jones reading of Afro American cultural history which he argues is “misdirected and wrongheaded” (105):

 “The tremendous burden of sociology which Jones would place upon this body of music” writes Ellison, “is enough to give even the blues the blues.”

It is at this point that Gates moves on to talk about ‘critical signification”, noting that Ellison’s own definition of the relationship between his works and those of Richard Wright ‘constitutes’ some definitions of the terms ‘critical Signification’, ‘pastiche’ or ‘critical parody’.  This is bearing in mind that Ellison does not employ any of these terms but that his explanation of what Gate notes we might call ‘implicit formal criticism’ comprises what ‘we sometimes call troping’ and offers a profound definition of critical Signification itself:

I felt no need to attack what I considered the limitations of [Wright’s] vision because I was quite impressed by what he had achieved.  And in this, although I saw with the black  vision of Ham, I was, I suppose, as pious as Shem and Japheth.  Still I would write my own books and they would be in themselves, implicitly, criticisms of Wright’s; just as all novels of a given historical moment form an argument over the nature of reality and are, to an extent, criticisms each of the other. (106)

According to Gates, Ellison Signifies upon Wright by “parodying Wright’s literary structures through repetition and difference” (106) and this bears out inter alia in the Signifyin(g) upon the title of Wright’s works and the philosophical views informing his texts.  Thus using Native Son (Wright) and Invisible Man (Ellison), Gates points first to the play of language in terms of the Signifyin(g) done by the latter upon the title of the former’s work.   Whilst “Native Son” connotes race, self and presence, Ellison “tropes with Invisible Man, with invisibility as an ironic response of absence to the would-be presence of blacks and natives, while man suggests a more mature and stronger status than either son or boy” (106). Likewise, Wright’s re-active protagonist “voiceless to the end” is Signified upon with Ellison’s nameless protagonist who is “nothing but voice, since it is he who shapes, edits and narrates his own tale.” (106)

   Importantly, Gates asserts, by signifying upon key figures of Wright’s fiction, which serve to portray the world in which the Afro-American black existed as purely naturalistic, Ellison, exposed naturalism as “merely a hardened convention of representation of “the Negro problem”, and perhaps part of the “Negro problem” itself” (107).  This, he notes was of tremendous import to the subsequent development of black narrative forms since “Ellison recorded a new “way of seeing” and defined both a new manner of representation and its relation to the concept of presence” (107).    

   Gates then extends his vision beyond the formal relationship that Ellison bears to Wright to focus on how the theory of Signification ‘obtains in Afro-American literary history’ (107).  He introduces Ishmael Reed into the picture, noting that the relationship Ellison bears to Wright, Reed bears to both Ellison and Wright.  According to him Ellison has formulated this ‘complex and inherently polemical intertextual relationship of formal Signifyin(g)’ (107) in a refutation of Irving Howe’s critique of his work:

I agree with Howe that protest is an element of all art, though it does not necessarily take the form of speaking for a political or social program.  It might appear in a novel as a technical assault against the styles which have gone before. (107)

The sort of formal revision which Ellison is pointing to in the above is what Gates hold as his definition of ‘critical signification’ or ‘formal Signifying’ which is his metaphor for literary history.   

    Before beginning his discussion on the aforementioned topic, he gives the ‘received definitions’ of two terms he mentioned previously; ‘parody’ and ‘pastiche’ comparing these two to Signifyin(g).

· Critical parody as defined in the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics is “the exaggerated imitation of a work of art” which consists in heightening the characteristics of the thing imitated and “interprets a subject from within rather than without.”

· The Oxford Classical Dictionary defines two types of literary parody: “pastiche, which caricatures the manner of an original without adherence to its actual words,

· and parody proper, in which an original, usually well know, is distorted, with the minimum of verbal or literal change, to convey a new sense often incongruous with the form.”  

He seems to imply similarities between ‘Signifyin(g) and literary parody when he points to Wole Soyinka’s The Lion and the Jewel.  Noting that a particular character in terms of her use of blank verse and language which echoes that of Shakespeare is a ‘classic sign of the presence of parody’ (107), Gates also notes that in “our sense of the term, Soyinka here Signifies upon Shakespeare, blank verse , and the uncritical adoption of received Western literary forms” (107).  He points to another example, “The Old O.O. Blues” which he considers the ‘most telling of Gabugah’s corpus’ (108) to show how Al Young uses this sort of literary parody to Signify upon both the use of dialect and the themes and forms of the poetry of black nationalism prevalent in the sixties.

Another striking example he draws from Jean Renoir’s film (“Charleston”) – a 20 min. silent remnant of a lost feature released in Mar 1927.  Renoir’s surrealistic critique of the fundamental convention of Western discourse on the black, is according to Gates, an example of critical Signification.  After giving a simplified summary of the plot (which will not be repeated here- Gates following critique is sufficient), he offers up his views on what Renoir’s film was seeking to achieve via parody and in turn ‘Signifyin(g):

Sur un air de Charleston is a parody of literature of discovery so popular in Renaissance and Enlightenment Europe between 1550 and 1800, when a succession of Europeans “discovered” cultures and persons of colour, especially in West Africa.  The white wild Woman is the reversed image of the exotic blacks the Europeans depicted; her fondness for apes is a reversal of common European allegations of the propensity of African women to prefer the company of male apes.  That the Wild Woman can only dance, and communicates with the Afro-Astronaut in lewd dances at that, reverses the frequent observations of lewd, “unnatural” behavior among the Africans and of their undue preference of music and the dance among the arts. This sort of reversal is fairly straightforward. (109)

Gates points briefly to Ellison’s critique and challenge of exactly this sort of Western image of the black which Renoir parodies:

…the white American, figuratively [forces] the Negro down into the deeper level of his consciousness, into the inner world, where reason and madness mingle with hope and memory and endlessly give birth to nightmare and to dream; down into the province of the psychiatrist and the artist, from whence spring the lunatic’s fancy and the work of art…. (109)

According to Gates, parodies of these sort as Renoir’s :

depend on the suppression of one term of the simile implied in comparison itself; x is like y. The Reader must supply the model, of which the author’s text is a distorted image, mirrored in some way.  This looking-glass reflection can involve relations of content and relations of form, both or neither. (110)

He draws upon one of Bakhtin’s (“Discourse Typology in Prose”) three categories of words used in narrative forms, “discourse double voiced” as being of the most interest to our reading of the Afro-American literary tradition. He further draws upon two of Bakhtin’s subdivision of this category which seem appropriate categories through which to ‘elaborate upon the theory of Signifyin(g) as a metaphor for literary history: parodic narration and the hidden, or internal polemic” (110).  These two he notes are quite capable of merging and do merge in several of the Afro-American canonical texts.  For Gates, Bakhtin’s definition of narrative parody bears repeating:

as in stylization, the author employs the speech of another, but, in contradistinction to stylization, he introduces into that other speech an intention which is directly opposed to the original one.  The second voice, having lodged in the other speech, clashes antagonistically with the original, host voice and forces it to serve directly opposite aims.  Speech becomes a battlefield for opposing intentions….

    Parody allows considerable variety: one can parody another’s style as style, or parody another’s socially typical or individually characteristic manner of observing, thinking, and speaking.  Furthermore, the depth of parody may vary : one can limit parody to the forms that make up the verbal software, but one can also parody even the deepest principles of the other speech act . (110)

       Noting that Bakhtin’s description of parody depending on the context can refer either to what ‘we call “parody” or “pastiche,” as defined above, Gates asserts that the texts in the Afro-American can be said to ‘configure into relationships based on the sorts of repetition and revision inherent in parody and pastiche’ (110).  The mode of parody as defined by Bakhtin depends on the use of another text’s words, however, Gates points to Bakhtin’s other definition which is a more subtle form of narrative discourse- the hidden polemic and further explains his reason for drawing on Bakhtin:

       As an introduction to the theory of Signifyin(g), which is fundamentally related to Bakhtin’s definitions of parody and hidden polemic, I intend here to discuss the relationship of Ishmael Reed’s Signifyin(g) postmodernism to Richard Wright’s realism and Ralph Ellison’s modernism. The set of intertextual relations that I chart through formal Signification is obviously related to Bakhtin’s double-voiced discourse, especially as subdivided into parodic narration and the hidden, or internal polemic. These two types of double-voiced discourse can merge together as they do, for example in Invisible Man or Mumbo Jumbo. (111)

He draws again on Bakhtin for a definition of the nature of this hidden polemic:

the other speech act remains outside the bounds of the author’s speech but is implied or alluded to in that speech. The other speech act is not reproduced with a new intention, but shapes the author’s speech while remaining outside its boundaries.  Such is the nature of discourse in the hidden polemic. (111)

Gates refers back to his earlier discussion of the formal relationship between Ellison and Wright which the former himself defined, noting that this definition is a ‘salient example of the hidden polemic: his text clash with Wright’s “on the grounds of the reference itself”’ (111).  The result of this according to Bakhtin, Gates claims is that the “latter begins to influence the author’s speech from within.” (111) The main feature of this double-voiced relationship is that one speech act informs the internal structure of another, the second effecting the voice of the first by absence, by difference” (111).

    Subsequently Gates claims that much of Afro-American literary tradition can be read as a progression of attempts to give birth to “a new narrative space for representing the recurring referent of Afro-American literature, the so-called Black Experience.” (111)  This is the way he suggests that we ought to read Brown’s regionalism to Tommer’s lyricism, Hurston’s lyricism to Wright’s naturalism and so forth.  For us, these relationships are reciprocal because we have the option of reading in ‘critical time machines, to read backward, as Merlin moved through time.” (111)  He notes that the most important direct relations to his own theory of reading are the “direct black lines that connect Ishmael Reed with Ralph Ellison, Alice Walker with Hurston, and Ellison and Hurston to Toni Morrison.” (111)

   Gates singles out Reed whose work he holds as a “magnificently conceived play on the  tradition.  His relation to the aforementioned authors in the tradition, Gates suggest is “at all points double-voiced, since he seems to be especially concerned with employing satire to utilize literature in what Northrop Frye calls “a special function of analysis, of breaking up the lumber of stereotypes, fossilized beliefs, superstitious terrors, crank theories…and all other things that impede the free movement….of society.” (112).  Reed, Gates notes appears to be taken up with the “free movement” of writing itself and in his work, parody and hidden polemic overlap in a process Bakhtin describes as “[A] process of inner dialogization” taking “place within the parodic speech act.” (112)  This process Gates notes can bring about the result of what Bakhtin describes as “the splitting of double voice discourse into speech acts, into two entirely separate and autonomous voices.” (113)  The clearest evidence of this in Reed’s text is his use of two autonomous narrative voices as a means of parodying the two simultaneous stories of detective narration (past and present). 

     The rest of the essay, Gates devotes to other examples of Signifyin(g) revisions in order to demonstrate that meaning is produced by authors in part via revising formal patterns of representations in their fictions. “This production of meaning, in all its complexity, simultaneously involves a position or a critiquing both of received literary conventions and of the subject matter represented in canonical texts of the tradition.” (113)   He notes that ‘revision’ is a curious enough matter to pursue in the black tradition given the ‘odd role’ or emphasis which “originality has assumed in black letters” (113).   He points to mid-early 18th Century thinkers such as Hume and later Kant who argued that black writings were but mimicries and exemplified no sort of capacity to create “the arts and letters” (113).

   This concern with the issue of originality Gates asserts, took the form of either a denial by black writers of any black literary antecedents or a claim for an anonymity of origins. He notes that writers such as W.E.B. Du Bois have written about this urge towards originality.  He quotes the said writer as arguing in The Negro (1915) that “American Negroes are gaining their own voices, their own ideals”, whereas before the 20th Century, they were “led and defended by others.”  Gates notes that this is an issue, which did not leave even the greatest writers in the tradition unscathed.  Paul Laurence Dunbar, he notes, bent before the “golden throat” of Shelley and struggled with what he deemed as his failure to register his authentic black voice in the tradition of Western poetry.

   Gates addresses the issue of “anxiety” which black writers have faced in this said quest of theirs for originality.  He notes that a writer like Chesnutt for example, before attempting to inscribe his name on the slate, wiped it clean of other black authors.  This anxiety  is revealed Gates notes when one considers the degree to which the said writer revised tropes from Brown’s fictions, a fellow black author whom he felt had not shown that he can write a good book.  On the other hand, of, course, Gates points to authors like Hurston who refuses to accept the received opinion that black expression was imitative.  Her argument in an essay like “Characteristics of Negro Expression” suggests that what is really meant by originality is in fact ‘masterful revision, because ‘originality is the modification of ideas’ (118).  By ‘modification’, Gates suggests that Hurston means ‘reinterpretation’ and notes that she claims that “borrowings, echoes, and revisions characterize modern art of all forms, and in this “new art” is to be found the truly original.” (118)  Likewise in another essay, whilst admitting that “The Negro, the world over is famous as a mimic”, she asserts that this in no manner removes him from being original as “Mimicry” “is an art itself.  If it is not, then all art must fall by the same blow that strikes it down.”(118) ‘Negroes’ mimic in her opinion not because they lack originality but because they love doing it.  The average Negro she holds glories in his ways and for her, the distinction between originality and imitation is false and the black writer who suffers under this burden of “avoiding repetition, revision, or reinterpretation” succumbs “to a political argument that reflects a racist subtext” (118).   Of course, her opinions did not change the way that some black writers such as Wright (who was in the Chesnutt’s camp in terms of denying that there were any antecedents worth revising).  Indeed Wright urged his fellow black writers to turn to the great tradition of Western writing for inspiration.

       Gates notes that the point he was attempting to underscore in discussing the question of originality and black writers own views of the black tradition was that Afro-American writers’ do not generally admit to a line of literary descent within their own tradition. Ellison he notes refuted Howe’s notion of intellectual succession based upon colour or racial background labelling it as “no less absurd than one based upon a common religious background.  However, Gates notes that few definitions of tradition escape the racism, essentialism or nationalism often implicit in rubrics such as “African” or “Jewish” et cetera.    He goes on to draw on Ellison’s claim of having black literary relatives and white literary ancestors.  This distinction between the two, Gates notes corresponds to his distinction between motivated and unmotivated Signifyin(g). Ellison parodies Wright, as a mode of critical Signification and his well-defined practice of pastiche, corresponding to unmotivated Signifyin(g), is what he in Gates’ opinion seems to be implying in the term ancestor.  His distinction between relative and ancestors rests on the grounds that “his ancestors provided model texts for revision, while his relatives share with him common subjects.” (121)

   It is this final point which Gates hold as being capable of aiding to explain what he means when he notes that Afro-American literary history is often characterized by tertiary revision, that is “three elements tend to be involved in the relationship of ancestry. These elements include texts that provide models of form, text that provide models of substance, and the text at hand.” (122)  Several canonical Afro-American text he notes seem to be related to other black texts primarily in terms of substance and content, whereas they show a relationship to Western texts in terms of form.  He also notes that despite the denials of some writers, many attempt to revise tropes from substantive antecedent texts in the Afro-American tradition.  Black writers, he asserts, read and critique the texts of other black writers as an act of rhetorical self-definition.  This is what gave rise, he holds to the literary tradition- these relationships of Signifyin(g).

   In summing up, he summarizes his use of Signifyin(g) as the trope of literary revision, he recounts several things:

1. Afro-American tradition assigns multiple roles to Signifyin(g)

2. Indirection is the most common feature of the definitions of Signifyin(g)

3. Signifyin(g) revision is a rhetorical transfer that can be motivated or unmotivated- the first functions to redress an imbalance of power, to clear a space rhetorically.  This mode of revision is the most striking  aspect of Afro-American literary history since if black writers read each other, they also revise each other’s text.

