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A Contempor ary Reading of Augustine’sConfessions

Sharon Cantor
University of Pennsylvania
Philadel phia, PA

Using thetechnical language and conceptua framework of
contemporary literary theory, Michel Foucault' sDiscipline &
Punish definesmedieval torture asamechanism of domination that
isreconstituted in modern penal practices. Hewritesthat torture
“tracesaround, or, rather, on the very body of the condemned man
signsthat must not be effaced,” adding that the* tortured body is
firstinscribed inthelegal ceremonial that must produce, openfor dl
to see, thetruth of thecrime” (Foucault 34-35). Through termssuch
as“traces,” “signs,” and“inscribed,” Foucault characterizesthe
body asatextua space uponwhich physical marksbecomelinguis-
tic*sgns’ that sgna discursive*truth.” Through therepetition of
“must” and thephrases*legal ceremonia” and“openfor al to see,”

Foucault atteststhat these signswhoselocusisthe prisoner’ sbody
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arepart of both avisual display and acommunicative act. Com-
manding intent must inform the message and an audience must
observeit in order for meaning to occur. In other words, Foucault
conceivesof medieval tortureasaritual that establishesand records
publicmeaning.

Foucault’ sassumption that meaning iscontextua challenges
afoundationd belief inmedieva Christendom, namely that truthis
located in God. Faithin God asthe ultimate arbiter of truth informs
public ritua s such asthetorture Foucault describes. Foucault's
discordant viewpoint suggeststhe question of whether theory’s
terminology may accurately addressall performancesand texts,
particularly thosethat themsel vesemploy specidized termsfor
sgnification and representation. One such exampleof aproblematic
pre-modern text isAugustine’ s Confessions, which contempl ates
the nature and function of representationsgesturing toward divine
Truth. Though Augustine proceedsfrom an antithetical assumption,
histerminology intrandation and organization of ideasareremark-
ably and perhaps deceptively smilar to those of contemporary
literary theoristssuch asthe Lacan, Foucault, and Derrida. Parsing
Augustine sintended meaning and the connotations of termssuch as
“dgn,” “image,” and“theWord” may offer inaght intotheextent to
which contemporary theory may improve or detract from under-
standing of the Confessions.

SignificationinAugustine' sview beginswithaGodwhois
coincident withtheHoly Spirit, Truth, “theWord,” and Christ “the



Word madeflesn” (226-27).“TheWord” specificaly connotesthe
infinite performative by which, onamorta level, creation originates
and passesthrough time. Human language imitates God’ sWord yet
producesonly imprecise, sequentia auditory “images,” or represen-
tations, of the objects God continuoudy pronouncesinto being
(Augustine 225-26). Christ too has special connotative status
because hetakeshuman form. Augustine believesthat Christ’s
sacrificeliespartly inthesalf-debasement or “ humility” to express
theWord in human terms(219). Scriptura language gestures
toward theWord by virtue of Christ’sunique status, aswell asby
themultiplicity of meaningsfor agiven utterance, layering many
smultaneoustruthsupon asingleword (266-71).

Discussing meaning intheliving absence of Christ, August-
inemakesadistinction between foreknowledge of God—aninnate
yet inchoate awareness of divine grace—and the objects of thought
and memory, which are“images’ of God' sWord. Expressingthe
Platonic axiom that theimpul seto self-preservation congtitutes“ a
mark of [God's] profound latent unity from whence[ Augustine]
derived [hig] being,” or an early awareness of God'sgrace, August-
inewritesthat “aninwardinstinct” bidshimto vauetruth and “ take
careof theintegrity of [his] senses’ (22) evenin childhood. The
phrases* profound latent unity,” “inwardingtinct,” and “take care of
theintegrity” suggest anintelligenceof theoriginof being, andits
wholenessintheeterna, conceal ed withinthehuman mind. Affinity
for truth and unimpaired judgment isinstinctual inthat it assertsitsalf

41
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asan“inward” or subjectivedrivewithout being willed or under-
stood. Augustine suggeststhat aperson’smost private sef is
something motivated by God and partially understandable assuch.

InBook X of the Confessions, Augustine situatesfore-
knowledge of the Word in human memory —aPlatonic conception
whereby thinking “ gather[S] together ideaswhich... [previoudy] lay
hidden, scattered, and neglected” (189), drawing insght throughthe
processof recollection. Depicting memory asthedomain of the
“hidden,” aswell asa“huge cavern, with itsmysterious, secret, and
indescribable nooksand crannies’ —or inscrutabl e contentsand
workings—definestruth’sinaccessibility asaproblem of language.
In particular, thepairing of “mysterious’ and “ secret” with“inde-
scribable” rlatesmemory’sunintd ligibility to theimpossibility of
articulation. Despitelanguage sextreme diminution and remoteness
fromtheWord, unmediated at present by “theWord madeflesh,”
Augustinemaintainsthat aperson’sspiritual stateand theunder-
standing permitted by God may nonethelessguide him toward Truth
through the Bibleand humanintermediaries.

MuchlikeAugustine, JacquesLacan envisonsanorigin of
selfhood that iscoincident with unconsciousassimilation of a
compelling idedl. However, histheory divergesfromAugustine' sin
waysthat makeit difficult to discussthe Confessonsusing
Lacanianterminology. Lacanlocatessalfhood sorigininthemirror
stage’” or the devel opmental period during which achildfirst under-

stands hisreflection ashisown. Themoment when achild
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“assum[es],” or identifiesaspart of himsalf, hismirror imagegener-
atesboththe“I function,” or subjectivity, and an“ided-1” imageor
object. Inother words, selfhood is”irreducibly” relationd, the
compositeof an observer and hisreflection. Asthe nearly helpless
infant percelvesavirtua spacethat obeyshim, heforetastes matu-
rationintheformof a“mirage’: the“ided-1” who commandshis
gpaceentirely. According to Lacan, thisphantom self-imageresides
inthe unconsciousand manifestssymbolically in self-projections,
converses, and doubles(3-7).

For both Augustineand Lacan, themind fromitshbirth
harborsaninconceivableidedl . Inaddition, for both thinkers, this
ideal compelsthe subject to strivetoward itsorigin. However,
Lacan’s"ided-I” iswholly imaginary and confined to the uncon-
scious, congtituting areflection of areal object and prohibiting any
transcendence of the human mind, both of which quaitiesmark it as
beneaththe“I function” in Augustine’ sontol ogy. L acan’ sapparent
alienation of consciousnessfrom the unconscious echoes
Augustine' sing stencethat thought isfar distant from foreknowledge
of theWord. However, for both thinkers, these seemingly rigid
distinctionsfail on the subject of language. L acan seatsthelanguage
functioninthe unconscious, noting the complex relationsamong
“ggnifiers,” or materia componentsof language, that produce
sgnification through shifting discursve context and associaivelinks,
such asmetaphor and metonymy. A metaphor invokestwo “equally

actuaized” or fully manifested Sgnifiers, oneof whichisa“trace,”



or literaly unexpressed marker, that exisssmetonymically inatext.
The presence of this second term may be appreciated uncon-
scioudly, generating theinfiniteassociativelinksthat makeup
language (L acan 145-48).

Treating the unconsciousascomparabletoAugustine's
“secret” memoriesisitsaf problematic. Augustinerdateslanguage
to theWord only partly in analogueto the L acanian view that
uNCoNSci ous associ ations drive communication; animperfect com-
parison hasAugustine' sdivineforeknowledgedirect the behavior of
unwitting human subjects. Lacan’sunconscious holds no attachment
to stable, external Truth. If anything, it attachesmerely to symbolic
pre-language, acognitive state more primitivethan and internal to
itsalf. Conversely, Augustine' s consciousness seeksapotentia
reconciliationin Truth through external powerssuch asChrist “the
Word madeflesn,” both redeemer and mediator for mankind, and
theHoly Scripture. Both Augustineand L acan assumeamullti-
sectioned mind, but only Augustine'scomponentsof memory are
compatible and secured within agreater external entity. Lacan’'s
emphasison the dominion of the unconsciousrendersany Lacanian
interpretation of Augustinedifficult at best, sncethe Confessions
expoundsuponwaysinwhichthemind'slimitationsmay betran-
scended.

Onesuch vehicleof transcendenceisthe Scriptures.
Augustineseesgeniusin the Bible sapparent smplicity andinsnu-

ated complexity, “ open to everyoneto read, while keeping the
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dignity of itssecret meaning for aprofounder interpretation” (96).
Theword*“dignity” impliesan eevated, perhapsuntouchable status,
while*profounder” connotesboth the unfathomabl e depths of
untapped memory and aconsciousstriving toward divineunder-
standing. Augustinetreatsthe symbol” asaworldly matter onan
evenlower planethanthe Bible' ssurface meaning. Hewrites:
May [God's] ministersnow do their work on
‘earth,” not asthey did onthewatersof unbelief
whentheir preaching and proclamation used
miraclesand sacred ritesand mystical prayersto
attract the attention of ignorance, the mother of
wonder, inducing the awe aroused by secret
symbols. (Augustine 290)
Early convertssuffer such“ignorance,” or privation of God, that
they must belured away from sin by spectacle. Augustinewrites
derisively of these performances, calling ignorance“the mother of
wonder,” distinguishing, in other words, euphoriain God from mere
excitement and curiosity. Hisironic useof “ sacred” and* mysticd”
reaffirmsthat language may have degreesof truthfulness, unlikethe
unchanging Word. Finaly, Augustine contraststhe Bible's* secret
meaning” totheawe-inducing “secret symbols,” demonsirating his
belief that externd sgnsof faith aremereformdities, and* symbols’
—suggesting vested secular meaning—signify little.
Augustinereiterateshislow valuation of religious* symbols’

when he condemns Christianswho request “ signsand wonders] ... ]
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desired not for any salvificend but only for thethrill” (212), appar-
ently usng*“sgn” and*symbol” interchangeably. Theimagesplaced
contextudly near “sgns’ and* symbols’ in the above passages, such
as"dtract,” “inducing,” “aroused,” “desired,” and “thrill,” connote
theonset of sexua excitement. Theseintimationsconvey
Augustine sreproof, tying signsand symbolsnot only to the secular
but a soto the puerile. Thelibidinal associationsa soimply alatent
threat in spectacular practices, snce sexudity isAugustine sprimary
obstacleto conversion (152-53). Augustinefurther linkspublic
religiousdisplaysto privationfrom God by repeating “wonders’ in
the second passage and by lamenting, “Lord, my God... how many
machinationsare used by the Enemy to suggest to methat | should
seek fromyou somesign!” AsAugustinebelievesevil isarelative
absencefrom God (43), the“ Enemy” impliesignorance of the
Word. Augustine contendsthat signsand symbol sare not clear
images of the Word and may indeed be obstacl esto apprehending
Truth.

Foucauldianthinkersmay recognizein Augustine ssecularly
charged, subtly menacing signsand symbolstheir own conception
of public demonstrationsof power. However, Foucault crucialy
omitsrdigiousmotivationin hisdiscusson of medieva legd ritud,
whilefor Augustineno activity isfully secular because God alone
providesform or being (67). Secular power for Augustine consti-
tutesadetraction from theWord, or relative lack of spiritua sub-

stance, asopposed to meaningful active mechanisms. Augustineand



Foucault’ stheories nonethel ess convergein waysthat may attract a
Foucauldian reading of the Confessions. For example, muchlike
Foucault, Augustineinvolvesthesignin public performances. Both
thinkersalso attribute to such spectaclesasecular power and an
implied threat; and both Augustine and Foucault believethetruth-
vaueof signsiscontextual, contingent in part upon the spirit of the
audience.

Presenting agenera challengefor contemporary theorists,
the*sgn” hasevolvedin conventiona usageto mean something
unlikeAugustine' sdefinition. Ferdinand de Saussuredefinesa
linguigic*sign” asthearbitrary unionof a“signifier” anda“ signi-
fied,” or aparticular conceptual meaning (66-67). Contemporary
theoristshave subtly atered thisdefinition to reflect their own
theories, but Foucault appeal s partly to the conventional sensewhen
heanal ogizestorturetoinscription using linguistic Sgns. Heusesthe
termmetonymicaly for al communicativeacts, rendering his*sgn”
comparabletoAugusting’ spublicrituas. However, therelationship
between Augustineand Foucault's“sign” becomesmore complexin
light of Foucault’speculiar definition of theterm. In The Johns
Hopkins Guideto Literary Theory & Criticism, LouisMontrose
synthesizes post-structuralism and New Historicism—the school s of
thought with which Foucault self-identifies—when he expressesthat
“every human act isembedded in an arbitrary system of signification

that socia agentsuseto make senseof their world.” A discursive
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matrix “embed[s],” or subsumes, its constituentsand co-creators,
the*“ social agents’ who are but one subject and many objects.

Foucault thustreatsthe sign asborn of and contingent upon
anetwork of authoritative mechanisms. Smilarly, Augustine per-
celvesasecular energy that informsand empowerssignswith an
implicitly puerileaffect. Foucault’sassertionthat Sgnsfdl withina
matrix of domination appearsto coherewith Augustine' sview that
all meaning arisesfrom on high. However, to the extent that Signs
present an activethreat to faith, they appeal only to the basest
temptations, which are potentialy transgressivefor Augustine rather
than binding asin Foucault' ssystem. In addition, significationfor
Foucaultis“arbitrary,” whereasfor Augustinethe closest paralldl is
observers relativedistancefrom the Truth. Augustine believesthat
language’ srelationto theWord isunchanging; only interpretation
movescloser to or further from theWord.

Augustine narrateshisconversion experiencelargely in
termsof an evolving understanding of Truthinreligiouslanguage.
For example, hewritesthat in hislate M anichean stage he cannot
conceptudize*” spiritua substance” assomething outs de spaceand
time (Augustine 89-94). Describing amoment of great spiritud trid,
hewrites.

My heart vehemently protested against all the
physica imagesin my mind and by thissingleblow |
attempted to expel frommy mind’seyetheswarm

of unpurified notionsflying about there(.... Hefails



49

toexorcisetheimages]. My eyesare accustomed

to suchimages. My heart accepted the same

sructure. (Augustine 111-12)
Augustinedepictshisoverly physical imagination of spiritual “sub-
gtance’ asa” swarm of unpurified notions’ emanating fromhis
“mind’'seye.” Augustine'sobservation that imagesof materia
substancescongtitutea”“swarm” impliesproliferating, irritating
thoughtsuncurtailed by Truth-directed reason. In addition, “mind’'s
eye’ connotesaspecia compartment of memory for storing sensory
imagesapart frominterpretation. Theword*“ eye,” in particular,
juxtaposesabodily imagewith Augustine' sfalse conception of a
“spiritua” object, relating Augustine s preoccupation with corporedl
mattersto hisdistancefromthe Truth. Finally, Augustineunder-
scoresthe synonymy of God and Truth by characterizing thefase
imagesas“ unpurified,” stressingthat al humanknowledgeis
sanctified by God.

Thedescription* physica images’ anticipatesAugustine's
extended discussion of Platonic categoriesof representationin
relation to memory. The basest imagesare” dl kindsof objects
brought in by sense-perception,” or imagesof physical sensations
that are cata ogued unreflectively by memory, whilemoredevated
memoriesinvolveinteligent atering of “thedeliveranceof the
senses,” or rational interpretation of sense-perceptionsto create
meaning. The highest memoriesapproach“theinvisblethingsof

God... [in] thethingswhich aremade,” acknowledging sense-
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perceptionsmerely asexpressiveimagesof theWord (Augustine
184-85). Thesememoriesarethemost “inward,” and Augustine
writesthat in hismost transcendent memories”[t]herea so | meet
mysalf” (186), reasserting the connection between self-knowledge
and knowledge of God.

Augustine' smanipul ations of sense-perception evokeboth
L acanian and Derridian theories, but hisconceptualization of
memory defiescontemporary theoretica terms. Augustineclearly
distinguishesbetweenimagination of “theinvigblethingsof God,” or
spiritual substance, and rationa interpretation of sensory phenom-
eng, asdoesLacan. Both theoristsa so believethat imaginingideal
entitiesrelatesmoreclosaly to the origin of selfhood than does
apprehending spatid redity. Lacan’s“mirror stage” invokesalong-
sdethe“ideal-1" avirtuad reflective spacethat conditionsfuture
relationsbetweenthe®| function” and physical space. Theinfant
assumesand anticipatesan ideal space over which hewill possess
absolute subjectivity, sotheredlity of social and natural space
congtitutes adisappointment and discordance (Lacan 6). Crucidly,
Lacantreatstheideal-1 anditsvirtual space asfigmentsthat adhere
toafractured salf and exacerbateinner discord, whereasAugustine
believesthat unity with God is precognizant and something to be
reacquired through“theinvisiblethingsof God.” Accordingto
Augustine, thefacultiesthat transform sense-perceptionsinto
intimationsof theWord resolve“inward” conflict and enable

progresstoward divine comprehension.



Likewise, Jacques DerridaechoesAugustine’ s preoccupa
tion with hidden meaning. BothAugustineand Derridabelievethat
imagess multaneoudy expressadirect meaning and asuppressed,
dissmilar meaning. For Augustine, sense-perceptionsarerationdly
apprehensible, but they also stand for “theinvisiblethingsof God”
that arefar removed from physical matter and rational thought.
Similarly, Derridd slinguistic Ssgn comprisesboth adirect meaning
and intimationsof the converse. Accordingto Derrida, a“ privileged
sgnifier” congtitutestheexternal marker for asign’sdirect sgnifica
tion, comparableto Augustine srationd interpretation of animage.
Theprivileged signifier providesan automaticinterpretation, as
opposed to the converse, whose significationisimplied rather than
represented —just as, for Augustine, God' sWord imperceptibly
infusesall things. Despitethese complementary viewsonthe pres-
ence of hidden meaning, Augustineand Derridahold antithetical
beliefsabout the nature of representation. WhileAugustinetrustsin
astableWord, Derridacontendsthat language has no fundamental
structureor orientation.

Inwhat ultimately becomes* Deconstructionism,” Derrida
identifiesthe converseof aprivileged signifier and restatesboth
termsinarelationship of difference(967), proposing an alternative
conceptua arrangement that avoidsthedelimiting power of “truth.”
In Derrida smethodol ogy, hidden meaning assumesequa impor-
tancetothat of theprivileged sgnifier, whereasAugustine affirms

Truth’sunchanging preeminence and treatsits secret emanationsas
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greater than the objectsof rationa observation. Crucidly, Derrida’s
“truth” isnot Augustine's“ Truth,” and Derridaenvisonsanided
rather morelikethelatter inthat Deconstructionism makes manifest
al conceptsand undermineslinguistic boundaries. Derrida s*truth”
refersto aconsensusviewpoint reached within discourseand
reflectsto someextent thetruth-vaueAugustineassignsto“signs’
and“symbols.” However, evenintheir shared hopefor awhole
consciousness, Augusting stheory remainsquiteunlike Derrida's
because helocates Truth in an ordered spacewhile
Decongtructionism proposessomethingimmediately disordering.
Augustinemovestoward Truth both by learning from the
Bibleand by interacting with other Christians. Just asthe Bible
intimatesitsmeaning to beginnersthrough smplelanguage, August-
inewritesthat at first helistensonly to Ambrose's“rhetorical
technique’:
Neverthelesstogether with thewordswhich | was
enjoying, the subject matter, inwhich | wasuncon-
cerned, cameto makean entry intomy mind. |
could not separatethem|...]. [T]hereentered no
lessthetruth which heaffirmed, though only gradu-
aly. (Augustine88)
In other words, memorabl e, truelanguage supplants disorganized,
“unpurified” notionsdespitethelistener’sresstant will. The phrase
“makean entry intomy mind” connotesstealthaswell assensible

gructure, in contrast toAugusting sfase” swarm.” Augustine
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reassertsthat thought and language areinextricablethrough the
phrases* could not separatethem” and “noless.” However, he
graspsonly afraction of thewords meaning since he cannot yet
apprehend Ambrose'slifeintheWord. The phrase*though only
gradually” depictsthe subjectivetruth-va ue of words, whose
meaning varieswiththeindividud’sspiritua state. Through
Ambrose’ sguidance, Augustinecomesto reinterpret the Holy
Scriptures, which are* no longer read with an eyeto which they had
previously looked absurd” (94). Augustine' spassiveroleinrelaion
totheBible, asin*camebeforeme” and “wereno longer read,”
suggeststhat thetext’sinfusion with theWord itself compel sgreater
understanding.

However, Augustinea so believesthat activelinguistic
exchanges can provoke spiritua progressthough they must be
guided by God'sgracein order to be productive. Hisown
conversion drawsupon an ora recounting of thelife of Antony, the
Egyptian monk, aswell asacomplementary tale of twomenso
moved by Athanasius's“Lifeof St. Antony” that they convert at
once (Augustine 142). The*“Lifeof Antony” critically resppearsat
Augustine smoment of conversion, when herecallsthe
transformative potentia of languageand“ pick[s] upandread[s]” a
randomly selected page of the Bible, which empowershimto avow
chastity (153). Augustine seeksin hisConfessionstowritean
analoguetothe”Lifeof Antony,” aconversion narrative sanctioned
by God suchthat it “ stir[s] up the heart” (180) tointimationsof a



greater, universal truthfulness. “1 pray,” hewrites, “that ... [despite
human misunderstanding] | may say what, occasioned by [Christ’s]
words, [God' ] truth wished meto say” (272), acknowledging that
ultimately thetruth-value of any words uttered by humansmust be

accepted onfaith.

InAugustine' sview, whenever Christiansorganizetheir raw
impressionsto make confession, they participatein an ascendant
movement that intringcaly praisesGod (Augustine 3). Augustine's
most passionate remarkson the potentia accessibility of God
simultaneoudy underscorethat knowledge and representation are
subjectivein relation to an objective Truth. In hisabove prayer,
Augustinereconcilesthesocia needto share“truth” withthe
seeming incommensurability of general human and divine under-
standing by accepting fragmentary truth and praying for further
guidance. Contemporary theoristsgrapplewithasimilar problemin
the absence of anideal fixed Truth; discourse comprisesamultitude
of subjectivevoices, and themorepersona anindividua’srelation-
shiptotruth, themoredifficult it becomesto meaningfully accom-
modateincongruousviewpoints. Augustine stext may appear
sympathetic to thischallenge, but Augustineemphasizesthat Christ
enablesall humansto someday fully comprehend God’ sWord.

Augustine’ s Confess ons presents conceptsand termsin
trandation that seem coherent with those of such contemporary
theoristsas Foucault, Lacan, and Derrida, but the crucia pointsof

divergence maketheoretica readings problematic. Thispaper has
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dedt mainly withlinguistic representationsinrelation to Truth, but
therearemany other intriguing avenues of study. For example, the
Confessionsemploys corporeal imagery inrelationto the\Word,
which Foucauldiansespecidly might find compelling. Applied with
meticul ousdiscernment, contemporary literary theory might augment
our present understanding of thetext, but the potential isgreat for
dight misapplicationsof termsthat would then confound two
antithetical worldviews. Thedifficultiesassociated with the Confes-
sionssuggest that other pre-modern texts should be evaluated
smilarly before contemporary theoretical interpretationsare at-
tempted.
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