Wallpaper and Holy Water:

Paradox, Perversity and Praxis

in the

Life and Work of Oscar Wilde

“A paradox is simply the truth of the minority, just as a commonplace is the truth of the majority.”1 So wrote a perceptive early critic of Oscar Wilde’s famous literary trademark. The critic, Ernest Newman , was referring to the lonely minority constituted by the gifted artist. But Wilde’s “paradoxes” achieve their fullest force when seen as the “truths” of another and larger “minority:” what is commonly referred to today as gay culture. Richard Ellmann has already shown to what extent homosexuality provides the biographical inspiration, and the autobiographical subtheme, of the works Write wrote after his ”initiation” into homosexuality in 1886.2 The heavy-handed moral of the hero’s demise in The Picture of Dorian Gray, he suggests is a prudential tactic designed to defuse Philistine wrath at what nonetheless “comes closer than any other English novel of its time (apart from pornographic ones) to treating homosexuality overtly.”3 This is a useful corrective to the more traditional view of the book as either patently immoral or (as Wilde himself suggested4) excessively moralistic. It also corrects another tendency, which is to judge the book (and by extension all of Wilde’s work) on purely aesthetic grounds. (Again, Wilde beats them to it with his fateful aphorism: “There is no such thing as a moral or an immortal book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all”5).

Ellmann’s views on Dorian Gray could hardly have been submitted in Wilde’s defense during his notorious trials. The English public would hardly have been mollified had the aphorism that landed Wilde in such legal hot water been modified to read: “Books are well-written if they simultaneously cloak and reveal their authors’ socially unacceptable sexual proclivities, badly written if they do not. That is all.” According to this logic, Wilde’s life and work constitute a badly written book, a failure according to the Freudian view of the relation between wit and the unconscious. For his sexuality was revealed publicly, thought he never publicly acknowledged it as such. These three criteria—the moral, the aesthetic, and the legally prudential—fail to shed adequate light on Wilde’s life and work in relation to his homosexuality. But the last criterion suggests a more helpful approach, if we take it further.

Ellmann and others (including James Joyce) have pointed out that Wilde was deliberately, even extravagantly imprudent. Wilde, wrote Joyce, had “good intentions” in writing Dorian Gray; he wanted, confusedly, tentatively, “to put himself before the world.”5 That is, to confront the public with his homosexuality. He had thought about, if not desire, the experiences of punishment, humiliation, imprisonment, and martyrdom long before he actually suffered such things. Six years before his incarceration he commented, in reviewing a new book of poems by Wilfrid Blunt: “Prison has had an admirable effect on Mr. Wilfrid Blunt as a poet.”6 He was drawn to the ideal, in Ellmann’s phrase, of “the realization of man through suffering.”7 He seemed to become more and more convinced that “there is no essential incongruity between crime and culture;”8 and that sin was socially, almost biologically useful: “What is termed Sin is an essential element of progress.”9 His comments on the poisoner/aesthete Charles Wainewright, whom he treated half-jokingly as a kind of precursor, reveal even more clearly Wilde’s ambivalent attitude toward his homosexuality and its relation to its art: “His crimes,” he writes, “seem to have had an important effect upon his art. They gave a strong personality to his style, a quality that his early work certainly lacked.” He adds: “One can fancy an intense personality being created out of sin.”9

The implicit personal reference in all these statements is to Wilde’s homosexuality and its possible consequences. Wilde thinks of his sexuality in terms of crime and sin. What is noteworthy here is an inconsistency of viewpoint: in one statement sin is seen as a relative, arbitrary social construct (“What is termed Sin”); in another it seems self-evidently and absolutely real on its own terms. Wilde’s implicit equation of his own homosexuality with Wainewright’s murders seems both excessively self-accusing and excessively self-congratulatory, perversely self-abasing and perversely proud. It is my purpose in this paper to explore the ambivalence of Wilde’s view of his sexuality, as it is expressed in his writings and in his actions (and especially the culminating and fateful legal action), and as it bears on the issue of collective gay praxis—and indeed marginal group praxis in general.

For now, it is important to bear in mind that Wilde’s initiation into homosexuality (with its attendant way of life, its proto-cultural politics) is—as Ellmann has suggested—chronologically and artistically the central decisive event in Wilde’s career. (It is bounded on either side by the two events Wilde actually mentions as decisive in the long letter to Lord Alfred Douglas now known s De Profundis:10 being sent to Oxford by his father, and being sent to jail by society.)1l All or most of his interesting work dates from after 1886. Already marginalized as artist and Irishmen, Wilde found in homosexuality an added impetus he seemed to want or need, one that sent him even further and more defiantly away from the center of bourgeois respectability. As an artist it gave him that individuating mark of Cain that had nonetheless (at least since Baudelaire) become something like an obligatory ticket of admission to the Decadent school of poètes maudits in the latter half of the nineteenth century. But in its ultimate issue (imprisonment and ruin) Wilde’s homosexuality stripped him of his high profile, either as the Great Individualist or as member of a select artistic (and social) club. Beginning at Oxford as a tergiversating sampler of various religions (Catholicism, Masonry, Money and Ambition), always in search of Oscar Wilde, it was nevertheless as an Irish Homosexual—and to a certain degree for such marginalized groups as the Irish and the homosexuals—that Wilde fell. (Though we must also remember that Wilde’s own brand of individuality (his own artificial “nature”) was both too weak and too strong, too imitative and too original, to be thought of fruitfully as involving the attainment or maintenance of one indivisible eternal Self. Wilde both suffered from and reveled in a constitutional chamelionism.
Why, then, did Wilde want to think of his own homosexuality as a sin, a crime, a mark of Cain? To answer that it provided him with membership in the circle of poètes maudits is not sufficient. This merely shifts and extends the ground of the question. Why, we must then ask, does a marginalized group like the Decadent poets embrace such socially-produced negative values as crime and sin, or embrace such socially-induced negative self-images as are implied by the concepts of criminality and sinfulness? (This is a socio-psychological trait—with highly political implications—that characterizes many marginalized groups: recall the special meaning of the word “bad” among many modern American blacks.) It is important to raise such a question to a general level—and in fact it is part of the object of this paper to shed light on the painful issue of the marginal group’s libidinal investment in its own oppression—but we must not do so prematurely or in a facile way. 

Wilde’s own kind of marginality, wit its attendant social coping strategies and vulnerabilities, is specifically that of an Irish, artist, and homosexual in late nineteenth-century England. It is the anomalous or paradoxical social position of an Irish homosexual artists in an age and in a society where certain forms of sexuality were so repressed that a “deviant” sexual practice like lesbianism could be carried on with relatively legal impunity because Queen Victoria, and thus the English legal system, thought it too outlandish to be real. With that Berkeleyan logic that characterizes the social, if not the philosophical realm, what Victoria did not recognize did not legally exist—and was, therefore, unlike male homosexuality, not constituted as a crime.11

At the same time the social regime under which homosexuality was constituted was gradually shifting from the moral and legal to the medical. Wilde’s own view of his sexuality ran the gamut from the moral and legal to the psychiatric. When at one point during his incarceration he appealed to the parole board for a shortening of his sentence on the ground that he was the victim of “erotomania” (a fashionable pseudo-scientific term at the time for, among things, homosexuality), he was—vainly, as it turned out—seeking refuge in a social-contractual territory (patient and doctor) that was at that time still an inhospitable frontier. The authorities, nonetheless, were sufficiently impressed by Wilde’s appeal to send an inspector to Reading Gaol. Unfortunately for Wilde, he was discovering chatting casually with his fellow inmates, instead of displaying the symptoms of imminent insanity that the inspector was looking for.12 Again, it is difficult to determine to what degree Wilde saw his appeal as a purely legal or political tactic, and to what degree he believed in its substance himself.

This brings us back to our central problem. What does it mean, for our understanding of Wilde, gay politics, and the politics of marginal groups in general, that Wilde was town between radically rejecting the terms into which homosexuality in his day was coded (sin and salvation, crime and punishment, and, in nascent form, sickness and cure), on the one hand, and on the other, self-destructively embracing these same terms? How are we to understand two seemingly tendencies in Wilde’s life and work: one a movement ever further beyond conventional English morals and mores, the other a movement towards its very center propelled by a drive to publicize and, finally, it seems, to both punish and martyr himself?

Was Wilde’s appeal to the English legal system a failure of his strategy of antinomian paradox and perversity, or its culmination? (He came to think of his appeal to the legal system as not just his great mistake, but his great sin.) Wilde’s legal action against Queensberry, with its resultant disastrous effects for the plaintiff, seems perverse not from a conventionally moral point of view, but (in its seemingly willful self-destructiveness) from that of minority culture as well. Was Wilde’s downfall the result (the desired result?) of a (half)deliberate plan to confront the system head-on, either to triumph over it or to be defeated by it in such a way as to render its victory embarrassing and thus Pyrric?

Perhaps few or none of these questions can be answered satisfactorily. But they must be asked. Serious criticism of Wilde must not only consider his life and work as a prototypical form of gay politics; it must also consider the way in which such praxis succeeded and failed—and ask, in either case, why.

A paradox is the truth of the minority, as perversity is its normality (or its morality). As Wilde wrote in prison: “What paradox was to me in the sphere of philosophy, perversity became to me in the sphere of conduct.” (This is a suggestion of biographical and philosophical interchangeability that I plan to take up. I will consider Wilde’s theories as autobiographically, and the events of his life as theoretically, significant—the latter especially in view of the interest of Wilde’s life as prototypical gay praxis, and its pertinence to theories of such praxis.) (Or: perversity is paradoxical conduct, paradox epistemological perversity.) A paradox is that which is beyond (para) the limits of received opinion (doxa), as perversity is that which is beyond the limits of conventional conduct. The paradox of the paradox and the perversity of perversity is that each is both part of and not part of the body of opinion, or code of conventional conduct, of which it forms the outer limit. Forming the point of contact between the same and the other, paradox or perversity partakes of the nature of both; by defining the point where the other of the socially acceptable begins, it also defines the socially acceptable as such, by marking the point where it ends.

A paradox is that which either contradicts conventional opinion, or seems to contradict itself (that is, logic, consistency). This double definition parallels the double definition of the perverse person as one who is 1) “willfully determined or disposed to go counter to what is expected or desired;” 2) “persistent or obstinate in what is wrong; turned away from what is right, good, or proper; wicked.”12 

One definition treats perversity as merely unconventional, the other as unnatural; one implies that concepts (“expectations”) of what is right, proper or good are relative; the other that they are absolute. Behind this contradictory definition of perversity and paradox we detect the peculiar dimensions of social marginality, at one outside society’s laws, beyond its good and evil, and placed in the heart of it as its evil, constituted as the “other” of what is good, right, or proper. This self-contradiction commonly characterizes society insofar as it constitutes itself as an oppressive majority with respect to the outnumbered or overpowered elements at its periphery. It is the “commonplace” paradox of society as a whole seen as the site of conflict between its politically weak and its politically strong, its morally avant-garde and its morally conventional elements.

The social majority often wants to eject entirely the margins at its boundaries and to bring them home like trophies to be treated as scapegoats, punished and made an example of (an example of the otherness by which its own identity is defined—a clarifying reaffirmation of terms). Society-as-minority may decide to stake out a claim to those boundaries, or even flee beyond them; or it may decide to engage the majority head-one, to martyr itself—making a mockery of that society’s claims to goodness; or, in the most unfortunate of cases, to debase itself as society’s very image of evil (in this way, at least, the victim has found a way of integrating himself). Somewhere between these two extremes of flight and martyrdom, and arising from the interplay of these possibilities, is the slow process of legitimization (through peaceful demonstrations, legislation)—the winning of precarious legal rights.

Of course it is a commonplace that yesterday’s paradox often becomes today’s commonplace. But the paradox does not undergo this transformation al by itself, like the moth in the chrysalis. Where a commonplace now stands—say, a public square, a legal right—there was once a battlefield, a battle, with victims. Paradox and commonplace, normality and perversity, are situational realities; more precisely, they are the conceptual battlegrounds on which the political struggle between majority and minority, hegemonic and marginal, fights itself out.

The struggle tends to be an unequal one, not necessarily because the marginal segments of society are outnumbered (a colony or a slave class may exceed its ruling body or class in population) but because they are, besides being, in most cases, desperately poor and destitute of resources, but outflanked and thus inconstant danger of being overpowered strategically.

It is part of the menace of the hegemonic group that it always already has a strategic advantage: the grand global sweep of technology, wealthy, power in a concentrated but—vide the war in Vietnam—not always readily deployable form. Against the global reach of hegemonic power guerilla warfare pits its own kind of power, that of the genius loci: it takes advantage of its very relegation to the local and the tactical—it makes tactics and strategy co-extensive. What it usually avoids, and necessarily, is direct confrontation on an open, centrally placed battlefield. Instead, its counsel is: keep moving, be nomads, snap at the giant’s heels, nickel-and-dime him to death. Take advantage of the fact that “you all look alike” to blend in with the local populace, or sneak into the heart of the enemy’s positions; lead him astray, foils his expectations—in short, be perverse.

Guerilla warfare, then, takes advantage of the margins, the interstices, the cracks in the alien system of power against which it struggles. Perversity is the appropriate tactic of a people on or beyond the geographical borders of a hegemonic power, constantly defeating its strategic expectations. (“Just give us a couple of more years, some more troops, an extra $100 million…”) But for sub- or counterculture within a society, for marginal cultures that share the language of the larger society, the real geographical advantages of the foreign nation are not available except in a more metaphorical form—that is, in the sense that a marginal culture occupies interstices of values, loopholes in the law, and so forth.

The tactical and strategic problems of such a subculture differ from those of the threatened foreign nation in that the “enemy” is not a geographical or linguistic alien or outsider. Gay culture’s position with respect to hegemonic society is vulnerable precisely because the two are not clear-cut enemies, and even share many values and allegiances. The relationship of the gay to a society hostile to homosexuality is closer to that of the colony to its “mother country” than to that of the legally and politically independent nation to its alien aggressor.

A colonized people suffers from the presence of the enemy within. In the case of the Algerians, for example, this presence takes the form of the French language, which asserts the colonizing nation’s power not only from without—in business and legal transactions—but from within as well, by invading the very thought-processes of the colonizes people. Thus the colonial power begins with a strategic advantage: it provides the very terms in which, or with which, anti-colonial thoughts might be thought. We may imagine the colonizers gloating among themselves: “Their intellectuals may hate us French, but they must hate us in French.”13

With gay culture it is nothing so obvious as a language (in the sense of something you learn from a college textbook) that asserts the power of the hegemonic group from within. It is instead a code, a moral code, a system of value-assumptions, a sub-language that insinuates itself into the psyches of the minority in such a way as to be effectually prior to any and all straggles to reverse or transvalue it. It is possible to beat society at its own game. But such a victory is always compromised by the fact that it is nonetheless society that dictates the rules. It is possible also (if we consider the struggle between the minority and the majority as a kind of wrestling match) to throw both the wrestler and the rules. This is to go beyond perversity into what Deleuze calls the schizoid position.14 (We will have more to say on this subject later.) But insofar as the marginal group does not fold up its tents and steal away into the desert, as long as it thinks and acts in some relation, however ambiguous, to hegemonic society, it must wage its struggles on both external and internal fronts; because it may have internalized social codes—because it may thus be strategically outflanked and overpowered—its violence may become not only external, but in the form of a struggle against these codes in their internalized aspects, internal as well—that is, a self-violence.

Among a colonized or marginalized group, then, perversity has a different meaning, psychologically and, consequently, politically and tactically, from its meaning among a threatened foreign people. If society already has a place reserved, a strategically planned interstice, at once marginal and central, for what is perverse with respect to its norms, then there is always something predictable about such perversity; it loses the crucial advantage of surprise. Perversity has trouble being perverse enough. Perversity as marginal-culture politics consists in part in crossing from one social value to its opposite—for example, from good to evil—and embracing this opposite in a dialectical reversal: “Evil, be thou my good.” But to reverse dialectically such binary pairs has the disadvantage of leaving each term of the pair intact—and thus liable to snap back into place with a vengeance. Embracing criminality and attempting to raise it to “the higher ethics,” Wilde thereby introduces into his thinking a radical instability that manifests itself, for example, in the excessive pride and self-abasement of his identification with Charles Wainewright. In such a case, though throwing the wrestler, one is not throwing the rules. Perversity goes to the extreme of a given social problematic—from good to evil—but does not surpass it. The tactician of perversity is thus liable to be strategically outflanked—from without and within.

The strategic advantage of society-at-large with respect to Oscar Wilde was that it had already constituted both the object of his desire and the desire itself as criminal and sinful before he came to either. It is this fact that makes it so difficult to answer the question: Did Wilde think of himself as criminal because he had become homosexual, or did he become homosexual in order to feel, and be, criminal? Being homosexual meant for Wilde that the object of his desire was close to being illegal; but it also meant that this very homosexual desire was a criminal object of desire as such. Not only criminal, but sinful; a source not must of physical anxiety but of metaphysical guilt. In fact the drama of Wilde’s life and work can be seen as an agon not so much between Wilde and society as between Wilde’s tendency toward radical rejection of personal guilt as a purely social construct and his tendency toward internalizing social guilt as personal. This agon is nonetheless implicitly political: in fighting personal guilt Wilde was also fending off societal pressures to brand social guilt into the soul of individuals as personal, moral guilt. (In fact, as Nietzsche says, the very history of the soul, of interiority, begins with such a branding.15)

In embracing the sinfulness and criminality that was an integral component of homosexuality as constituted and stigmatized by society, Wilde was falling into precisely the kind of perversity that society expects, even desires. By eating of the fruit of that forbidden tree in the way that he did, he was biting off just a piece of a monumental reality, a system of guilt and salvation—but in such cases synechdoche does the work of the whole: Wilde also bit into the wafer of Christianity, that ancient drama of redeemed perversity, with its fortunate falls, its beatified prostitutes and criminals, its hat-trick transmutation of evil into good. Conversely, and at his most original, Wilde attacks the whole system of values of which moral condemnation of homosexuality is a part—dislodging that lone brick, he sees the whole edifice totter—and seeks to aid it to tumble.

Perversity (and paradox), we are suggesting, is in the hands of the marginalized counterculture a weapon that cuts both ways. Countercultural struggle often takes the form of a scrambling of the moral codes that majority society uses to define that counterculture as its negative (or perverse) other. Seen in this light, conscious, strategic perversity—the dialectical reversal of the terms of the code, the embrace of negatively defined otherness as a positive value, the 180 degree turn from normative expectation—is both the agent of decoding and its target, both an ally and an enemy of counterculture. When Wilde internalizes socially-imposed guilt, crime or evil as personal guilt, crime, or evil, even and perhaps especially when he makes these stigmatizing attributes the occasion of “perverse” pride, he is already playing into society’s hands. When he thinks of himself as a criminal he is already a victim; when he thinks of himself as a sinner he is already a kind of martyr—to the concept of sin, to Christian values. When, on the other hand, he “externalizes” through wit, parody, and camp irony this same personal guilt and the interiority that goes with it, he is helping to unmask all personal and metaphysical guilt as relative and socially imposed, to rob personal guilt of its anguished, hollow depth.


At his strongest and most radical Wilde behaves like a guerilla marauder, a nomad invader—the aphorisms that we find embedded in otherwise relatively conventional and even moralistic texts (Dorian Gray, A Woman of No Importance, for example) are in many ways as alien to their literary and moral surrounding as Wilde, the Irish homosexual socialist, was alien to the society in whose highest circles he nonetheless traveled.

These aphorisms introduce a strange new exterior into the texts—what Deleuze calls “style as politics.”16 Put in another way, the Wildean aphorism raids the inimical interiority of traditional values, literary and moral, and carries away, piece by piece, all their precious arsenal of high moral seriousness. This effect of exteriority is partly the result of a constant element of drama, of theater, that Wilde fostered in his life, his work, and their interrelation.

Wilde’s strongest works are either plays (The Importance of Being Earnest) or cast in aphoristic dialogue form (“The Decay of Lying,” “The Critic as Artist”), and what is often best in these texts are the aphorisms which we know usually found their way into them by way of Wilde’s conversation, always theatrical, always performed with a view to its effect on his audience—the written aphorisms in turn perform the script of his conversations.

Wilde’s life is dramatic in several senses: it is in part an agon between himself and society (in its external and internalized forms), containing a foreshadowing prologue (his father was involved in a libel suit involving alleged sexual misconduct), a rise in society marked by hubris, a legal peripeteia, a terrible catastrophe; always anxious to be in the public eye, he was always eager to move dramatically and unpredictably from one role to the next (student, scholar, aesthete, lecturer/comedian/husband, father, homosexual hedonist, socialist, arbiter of fashion, editor, playwright, post, aristocrat, criminal, sinner, martyr), to be the mime or actor of his own moods, with the actor’s “curious mixture of ardor and indifference.” This is Wilde’s own description of himself. He continues:

Only one thing remains infinitely fascinating to me, the mystery of moods. To be master of these moods is exquisite, to be mastered by them more exquisite still.27

Biographers have often noted how Wilde imitated his own fictional characters (who were in turn often imitations of other fictional characters); after the success de scandale of Dorian Gray, according to one biographer, he began 

To assume the mingled characters of Dorian Gray and Lord Henry. He took to peppering his conversations with wisecracks, to lounging gracefully in long chairs, smoking innumerable cigarettes like Lord Henry, and openly indulging his penchant for “strange sins” like Dorian, or at least posing as one who did… and as he advanced towards his fortieth year with growing success…he becamse over-confident, over-dressed, and overwhelming to all whom he considered his inferiors.28

This tendency to act out or imitate a projection of himself had its darker effects. Lord Alfred Douglas, the home fatal in his life, took to imitating Wilde’s imimitations of his fictions. George Bernard Shaw recalled yeaers later to Frank Harris the lunch at the Café Royale during which both men attempted unsuccessfully to dissuade Wilde from going through with his ill-fated libel action against the Marquis of Queensberry. Wilde listened with “infatuate haughtiness” to the two men’s entreaties; he was accompanied by Lord Alfred, who

Sat in silence, a haughty indignant silence, copying Wilde’s attitude as all Wilde’s admirers did, but quite influencing Wilde…by the copy. Oscar finally rose with a mixture of impatience and his grand air, and walked out with the remark that he now knew who were his real friends; and Douglas followed him, absurdly smaller, and imitating his walk, like a curate following an arch-bishop.29

Wilde, in this scene, seems finally to be imitating an imitation of himself (imitating his own fictions), and to be marching down this insulated hall of mirrors to his doom.

It is all too easy to be carried away by the aesthetic fascination and moral pathos of this life. The only antidote to drowning in the aura of its sad glamour is to recall that its drama was to a large extent a political one.

Wilde’s appetites and tastes were restless and extravagant, whether in food, clothes, lovers, publicity, or suffering. From his days as an undergraduate at Oxford his desire had been “to eat of the fruit of every tree in the garden of life”—this meant (allowing for a minor inconsistency of metaphor) that he literalized, and vulgarized—by putting into action—Pater’s dictum: “Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end.” The drama of Wilde’s life, public, social, and political, consists in its quality as extravanza—a going or wandering beyond, not just the previous role, the previous aphorism, the previous code, but beyond all codes. We ask, in watching the strange profess of his life and this work: how far will he go, how far beyond the pale will this elegant, sociable nomad wander? How far will he take the antinomian tendency of his perverse aphorisms; to what point will he develop the aphoristic anomalies of his paradoxical life? Will forces of social control capture this extravagant nomad, brand its guilt into his soul, or will he escape unscathed.

The aphorism, like guerilla strategy, is defiantly local, mobile, co-exstensive with its tactics. In Wilde’s hands it is the portable arsenal of a nomadic thought. Wilde’s aphorisms are not just portable—they are reusable: the same one appear again and again, now in a novel, now in a piece of criticism, now in a play. They are not just reusable, they are completely detachable from their textual surroundings, as the most radical tendencies of Wilde’s thought are detachable from its more traditional and conventional tendencies. In Vera, or the Nihilists, one of Wilde’s early flirtations with stage tragedy (all his flirtations with this genre, both in his work and his life, were to be examples either of a traditional seriousness that fails—naïve camp—or of a deliberate subversion of traditional seriousness—conscious camp), one character, Prince Paul Maraloffsky, has a line that stands out incongruously from the surrounding melodramatic rhetoric: “Life is much too important a thing every to talk seriously about it.”20 The incongruity (and the conflict) between the more traditional melodramatic seriousness of Vera as a whole and the flippant and perverse anti-seriousness of this aphorism (which is nevertheless serious in its subversive tendency) serves as a model for the incongruities of almost all Wilde’s later work. Perhaps only The Importance of Being Earnest steps entirely out of the framework of traditional seriousness—and, significantly, this play is practically a seamless fabric of aphorisms. For what Ellmann calls Wilde’s “yearning to be earnest,”21 whether in the unconsciously campy undergraduate poem “Helas!” (the title sighs for itself) or in the deliberately self-parodying form of The Importance, is never entirely absent from his life and work. It is, we would claim, his great internal weakness, even enemy. His struggle with the temptation to internalize traditional moral seriousness and conventional concepts of sin reaches its climax in De Profundis, witten in the midst of a forced physical interiority); the drama of this work consists of a struggle not su much from the depths as against the depths (the very notion of depth).

Against the grim depth of the isolated sinful soul, branded into the individual by social guilt and repression, Wilde, at his best, pits the wisdom of Lord Henry’s aphorism: “Humanity takes itself too seriously. It is the world’s original sin. If the caveman had known how to laugh, History would have been different.”22 It still can be, Wilde suggests. After all, as he writes in “The Critic as Artist,” “The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it.”23

Wilde’s aphorisms are primarily forces, not meanings. They are local with respect to each toerh—isolated from each other, they blithely contract and reinforce one another. Like Nietzsche’s aphorisms, they exhibit warring tendencies, revolutionary, reactionary, traditional and anti-traditional—and thus leave us with the task for putting them to the use that corresponds to our own tendencies. They are anti-systematic, fragmentary—it is up to us to put them together, to supply their context and marshal them to support our own views. They await the social changes that would render them less paradoxical, more systematic. They operated by moonlight, in the shadows of traditional thought. They “punishment” and their “reward” is that they “see the dawn before the rest of the world.”24 The aphorism, like cigarettes, has the “charm of leaving one unsatisfied.”25 “A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at…” Wilde writes in The Soul of Man Under Socialism.26 And what is Utopia but that strange outside, that new, that futuristic exterior that appears on the mental and social map (as the aphorism appears in the text) like some “sinful” rogue gene that has somehow wandered into the gene pool, a disturbing plaid patch on a pair of brown trousers? “What is called Sin is an essential element of progress.” The aphorism is Utopian (“I give the truths of tomorrow,” says Lord Henry.27), but it suggests (and thus helps usher in) not a pre-destined but a possible future. It is a fragment from a whole that does not yet (and may never) exist, and for this reason appears as a gap in what does. “The primary aim of the critic is to see the object as in itself it really is not.”28 From the point of view of the Utopian aphorism, this means that criticism defies the “self-evidence” of the object, its supposedly immanent laws, its inner logic; instead it grafts itself on the object precisely as its other, its “is not”—and thus makes it a machine complete with missing parts (the “missing” exteriority that will nevertheless explode it from within).

The aphorism is the “dandy” in the crowds of respectable ideas. Elegant clothes, buttonholes, leisurely promenades through a city of fascinating surfaces, laughter, the glare and resonance of publicity…few or none of these things are unknown to serious thinkers—it’s simply that they have their place. One goes for walks or dances or gets dressed up in one’s leisure hours—hours that are the “bank holiday” of earnest cerebration. But to intrude these exteriorities into the heat of one’s precious introspective world, the haunt of high-serious feelings and concepts…this is the very sin against the Ascetic Ideal. Thought is a private, claustrated autism, action public, al fresco, a dissipating sociability. Wilde did not respect this peculiarly modern distinction between private thought and public action. (Even Saint Augustine, arch-introspectionist, at least read to himself aloud.) As Shaw put it: “Just as people with social ambitions will practice the meanest economies in order to live expensively; so the artist will starve his way through incredible toil and discouragement sooner than go and earn a week’s honest wages. Mr. Wilde, an arch-artist, is so colossally lazy that he trifles even with the work by which an artist escapes work.”

And just as Wilde trifles with the idea of the artist or intellectual as hermit, so his aphorisms trifle with the traditional hermeticism of ideas. “People nowadays are so superficial that they don’t understand the philosophy of the superficial.”29 “It is only shallow people who do not judge y appearances. The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.”30 Where Nietzsche attacks the notion of the thing-in-itself behind the phenomenal realm, Wilde (in such aphorisms as the ones quoted above) also attacks the notion of insular conceptual depth. “Thought is shallow”31 or else emotionally colored. The “task” of philosophy, according to Wilde (and insofar as he is a philosopher he is engaged, like Nietzsche, in a “plot against his own class”),32 is to “note the curious hard logic of passion and the emotional colored life of the intellect—to observe where they (meet), and where they (separate)…”33 Always the concern with surfaces, borders, points of contact, sites of conflict, cracks through which something new, something exterior might finds its way.

Traditional philosophy is founded on a belief in the depth, interiority and insularity of thought. Meaning and truth are conceived of as a priori essences transmitted from stage to stage of the reasoning process by the imperfect medium of language (which tends to distort these essences because it is fallen, that is, figurative) as a voice speaking into a Dixie cup is carried across a length of string. The initiating voice at one end ot the string is Truth s origin or arché; the listener at the other end is Truth as god or telos: ontology and theology, premise and conclusion, wrapped in its intimate self-colloquy, Idea unto Idea, traditional Western Truth thus proceeds always “by way of an interiority,”34 a circular and insular logic peculiar to itself.35

By ignoring interior logical connection, by reveling in inconsistency, the Wildean aphorism displaces the depth-height (origin-God- axis of traditional thought onto a lateral axis where what comes before is left behind or cannibalized by the newest aphorism, the latest twist. Wilde’s aphorisms encourage us to carry their meanings further and further outside traditional thought in part because this is their own modus operandi; their very style realizes, by literalizing and intensifying, Pater’s injunction to “be forever curiously testing new opinions:” they are “ever curious of new sensations and fresh points of view.”36 Against a priori Truth Wilde pits: “It is…expression that gives reality to things.”37 “For what is Truth?” he says. “In matters of religion, it is simply the opinion that has survived. In matters of science, it is the ultimate sensation. In matters of art, it is one’s last moode.”38 The Wildean aphorism does not convey an a priori meaning: it explodes previous meanings; it is not so much an idea as a weapon: “An idea that is not dangerous is unworthy of being called an idea at all.”39 An idea has no interiority; it is not to be “treated as a riddling Sphinx, whose shallow secret may be guessed by one whose feet are wounded and who knows not his name.”40 Or, if ideas are Sphinxes, they are mysterious precisely because they are “Sphinxes without secrets.”41

“The trivial in thought and action is charming,” wrote Wilde from prison.42 It is more than that. It is a brilliant philosophy.”43 The trivializing tendency of Wilde’s aphorisms has more than a philosophical, it has a geo-political significance. It forces Truth down from the mountains, up from the abyss, onto the flatness of the public cross roads (trivium) where all the forces of society may crucially clash or intersect. In place of the ironic but somber hierarchical metaphors and analogies of high seriousness, Wilde offers the perverse humor of metonymic displacement. The soul (the subject) ceases to constitute a center s site of conflict between angels and demons from above and below. “The truths of metaphysics are the truths of masks.”43 This same aphorism applies to the subject. For Wilde there is no interior essence behind the mask. The subject arises temporarily from the meeting of desire and its object: it is the figure or mask formed by their dynamic interplay. It is a site of horizontal intensities, a flow of “moods” that pushes ever forward, each mood an “insincerity,” an assumption of a new mask, in relation to the previous mood. “What people call insincerity is simply a method by which we can multiply our personalities.”44 

But the multiple flow of desire and object is the conditioning matrix of each mood, mask, or personality. “For what is mind but motion in the intellectual sphere?”45 And what is mood but motion in the sphere of desire? Mood is artificial precisely because it is a creation of desire and object in encounters “fortuitous and inevitable” (“the accident of the encounter,” “the necessity” of desire),46 encounters that have “the delicate charm of chance.”47 It is artificial, that is, if one does not arrest the flow into the rigidity of anguish or hysteria, or divert it into the false depth of bad conscience. (“Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing..”)48 To do this, of course, is to neglect “One’s first duty to life,” which is “to be as artificial as possible.”49 Shakespeare’s genius consists partly in his realization of the importance of costume “as a means of producing certain dramatic effects.”50

The subject itself is a “dramatic effect” of mood and costume: “One should either be a work of art, or wear a work of art.”51 Displacement of meaning from soul to clothes is the “natural” consequence (and method) of emptying out interiority: 

A really well-made buttonhole is the only link between Art and Nature.52

To be really medieval one should have no body.

To be really modern one should have no soul.

To be really Greek one should have no clothes.53

Lord Goring in An Ideal Husband, “the first well-dressed philosopher in the history of thought,”54 rigorously demands of himself that his clothes conform to his philosophical principles. Thus he rebukes himself: “This buttonhole is not…trivial enough”55 Clothes, buttonholes, willful moods and masks: anything to save us from too great a fondness for that “habit of introspection that may prove fatal” to the “creative faculty.”56

Perhaps this is all a little vulgar. But there is a tendency in Wilde to transvalue even this much-maligned quality. “Death and vulgarity are the only two facts in the nineteenth century that one cannot explain away,” says Lord Henry.57 Such a statement, again, flattens out the space between high and low by equating them. In the process, death is robbed of its mysterious, frightening depth. Death is, after all, like vulgarity—well, vulgar. It is “of the people” (everyone dies); it is an exoteric, everyday entity, pure phenomenon. “The shallow secret” of its “numen” is shaken out of it a paper clip from a vase. The icon becomes a Pez Dispenser, sublimity is trivialized. Culafry, in Genet’s Our Lady of the Flowers, is always making similar discoveries about the hollowness of idols. He sneaks into the tabernacle of a cathedral to steal the ciborium. He is dazed by the surrounding silence, a silence thick with metaphysical reproach. Frightened, he drops the ciborium, “which made a hollow sound as it fell from the wool.”

And the miracle occurred. There was no miracle. God had been debunked. God was hollow. Just a hole with any old thing around it. A pretty shape, like the plaster head of Marie-Antoinette and the little soldiers, which were holes with a bit of thin lead around them.58

Wilde equate the esoteric mystery of death and the exoteric mystery of vulgarity, suggesting that the mystery of each is a mystery of surfaces: lateral profundity. “La plus profond, c’est la peau,” Valéry will later add.59

Vulgarity is a modern phenomenon, the phenomenon of simulacra without originals, surfaces without depths, or masks without faces behind them. It has the future on its side. This is what Wilde likes about Kipling. The latter gives us “an entirely new background”60—not in the sense of a new depth, a new interiority, but new surfaces, new scenery. “As one turns the pages of his Plain Tales from the Hills, one feels as if one were seated under a palmtree reading life by superb flashes of vulgarity.”61 … He is a reporter who knows vulgarity better than anyone has ever known it. Dickens knew its clothes and its comedy, Mr. Kipling knows its essence and its seriousness.”62 “Essence” here should, from the philosophical point of view, be understood s tongue-in-cheek. “Seriousness,” on the other hand, vulgarity truly has—if understood correctly. It is the seriousness of a strategic anti-seriousness, which consists partly in being a connoisseur of, “an authority on the second-rate.”63

Not that introspection has no uses. Fiction can never be “morbid enough. We have merely touched the surface of the soul, that is all.”64 But what is “beneath” this surface? Other surfaces, the interfacing surfaces of the brain. “In one single ivory cell of the brain there are stored away things more marvelous and terrible than even they (Meredith and Browning) have dreamed of.”65

Wilde at his best, then, does not so much dialectically reverse hierarchical opposites (flippancy/seriousness, esoteric/vulgar, clothes/soul, triviality/meaning) as flatten them out by placing them side-by-side or metonymically displacing their relationships with one another. Thus death is vulgarized, and vulgarity dignified, but in a parodic mane that places both on a horizontal plane congenial to social confrontations—where the right and left of social alignments intersects with the high-and-low of class interest.

For Sontag, Wilde is a transitional figure between the old-style aesthete, who loathed and feared vulgarity, and the vulgar aesthete of the twentieth century whose sensibility Sontag calls “camp.”

It was Wilde who formulated an important element of Camp sensibility—the equivalence of all objects—when he announced his intention of “living up” to his blue-and-white china, or declared that a doorknob could be as admirable as a painting [but of course William Morris had already demonstrated this]. When he proclaimed the importance of the necktie, the boutonniere, the chair, Wilde was anticipating the democratic esprit of Camp.66
This democratic esprit consists not only in the equivalence of all objects, but also in the equivalence of subject and object. (“It’s either me or the wallpaper, one of us has to go,” Wilde declared on his deathbed.67) Camp dissolves the subject into the society of its moods, and into the moods of surrounding society. For Wilde it is a sign of weakness not to be susceptible to the swirl of affect and pathos that surrounds and constitutes the subject like living Morris wallpaper. This is a strange conception of individuality, one that calls not only for a social, but (according to Wilde) a socialist context for its (decentered, dissolving and regrouping) pattern of development. It implies also, from the point of view of the marginal culture to which Wilde was attempting, perhaps without knowing it, to give a voice and a (good) name, a collective praxis.

“It goes without saying that the Camp sensibility is disengaged, depoliticized—or at least apolitical.”68 This is not quite true. If there is something in the political tendency of Camp (for which, Sontag notes, gay culture has a “peculiar affinity”69) that often goes without being said, this is because the antagonism between gay culture and the majority of society is often a tacit, coded antagonism. The struggle of gay culture against social oppression, for so long an underground struggle, often take the form of an implicit resistance to, a recoding of, the moral codes of majority society.

The conscious camp flippancy of much of Frank O’Hara’s poetry (it is a Wildean flippancy, a Wildean style) is implicitly political, defensive and subversive toward the opposition (overt or covert, explicit or coded), of majority society. It is political with reference to the gay community of which O’Hara was a part, a community which often employs frivolity, flippancy, and the Camp style in part as a defensive Stoicism in the face of external danger (sometimes physical).70 In addition to covert physical or legal opposition, there is the enemy within, internalized codes, little voices inside that say (with all the authority of immemorial moral tradition): You are evil, you are immortal, you are sick, you are unnatural, you are childish, you are not serious.

In the context of his homosexuality, Wilde’s aesthetic pronouncements can be decoded as rebuttals to such accusing voices. Homosexuality becomes for Wilde the fulcrum that lifts a whole world of traditional values into the air, from where it may either ben sent off into deep space, or fall back, with all its massive weight, on the head of this flippant Archimedes, whose levity is a dangerous form of levitation.

Wilde, the apostle of camp, relishes specifically as a beleaguered successful attacks on traditional concepts of virtue, healthy, nature, maturity, seriousness. When he sees high seriousness fail in involuntary self-parody, or defeats it head-on with parody, perversity and wit, the victory he relishes is implicitly a political one. “Art is the most serious thing in the world. The artist is of all people the least serious.”71 Translated politically and strategically, this means: “My refusal of your seriousness (which includes your notion of sexual propriety), my extreme, disturbing triviality, is an art, and it is a serious thing indeed, because it confronts your values with the otherness that makes them relative, and thus threatens to dissolve them. It confronts you with the values of the future, which in my life and work already exist among you.”

If Wilde’s homosexuality is made the substitutive term for “art” and “aesthetics,” and if the social laws and mores of Wilde’s day are identified as the implicit target behind such loaded abstractions as “life,” “nature,” and “ethics,” interesting things happen to our reading of Wilde’s critical theories:

The first condition of criticism is that the critic should be able to recognize that the sphere of Art and the sphere of Ethics are absolutely distinct and separate.72

Art has no influence on action. It annihilates the desire to act. It is superbly sterile.73

Remote from reality, with her eyes turned away from the shadows of the cave, Art reveals her own perfection and the wondering crowd that watches the opening of the many petalled rose fancies that it is its own history that is being told to it, its own spirit that is finding expression in a new form.74
If for “Art” we substitute Wilde’s “artificial,” “sterile” sexuality, with its “fine contempt for nature,” these statements define one coordinate of the homosexual position with respect to the “straight” majority: absolutely distinct and separate (insofar as it flaunts itself and refuses to fit in discreetly), powerless to affect political change or win legal rights (“sterile,” and how little has changed in many ways in an age and a country—America—where gay marriage continues to be a powerful wedge issue). This certainly describes gay culture before the era of (far from fully-won) Gay Rights. But the third statement suggests another coordinate: the influence of gay culture on the majority as a kind of marginal, creative elite, “an improvised self-elected class…who constitute themselves as aristocrats of taste.”75 Here we need only think of that segment of society in our age between homosexuality and that segment of society that habitually influences its choices in fashion and art; or in the sphere of aesthetics generally. “Art reveals her perfection, and the wondering crowd…watches” in scandalized titillation.

…Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life. This results not merely from Life’s imitative instinct, but from the fact that the self-conscious aim of life is to find expression, and Art offers it certain beautiful forms through which it may realize that energy.76

Let us translate or decode this statement and the one before it. “Though I am either absolutely separate from your conception of respectability or on its fringes,” Wilde seems to be saying,” nevertheless You, the English public, imitate me, the homosexual artist, the sexual avant-garde; I set the tone of your fashion, your manners, everything you call style. You imitate me at the same time that you revile me. My sexuality you call sterile, but in its very tautology it expresses the longings you repress, and suggests a desire liberated from the sterile rigidity of a regime that recognizes only one form of sexuality as legitimate.”

Aesthetics, in fact, are to Ethics in the sphere of conscious civilization what, in the sphere of the external world, sexual is to natural selection. Ethics, like natural selection, make existence possible. Aesthetics, like sexual section, make life wonderful and lovely, fill it with new forms, and give it progress and variety and change.77
Implicit here is the idea that the sexual avant-garde, like the artistic, in some ways speaks for, expresses in an impossibly Utopian form, vast flows of desire that lie congealed under the icy regime of society’s codes, institutional, legal and ethical. Art does not reveal the wondering crowd’s history insofar as that is a history of repression, a record of the “official ego.” It reveals, in unfolding its exotic, hermaphroditic, floral sexuality, a possible future where flows of desire would be released from the vast statistical averaging-out that produces the monolithic binary pair homosexuality/heterosexuality—released into a “molecular” and polymorphous perversity.78

The sexual revolutionary is in the paradoxical position of speaking both for society and against it. He or she speaks on behalf of a latent, uncoded level of energy for which society (viewed as an aggregate of individual egos held together by consensus values) in some ways desire to find expression (unconsciously or “self-consciously”—that is, shamefacedly, blushingly). He or she speaks against the institutional, legal and ethical apparatuses with which society nevertheless identifies itself, its energies, its sexuality.

So: the homosexual, as sexual avant-garde, is both relegated to society’s margin or rejected entirely by it, yet imitated by it as a paradigm of change (in fashion and manners, at any rate). The sexual artist both leads society beyond its present status quo and is chased by it into silence, prison, exile. The terms can with justice be nearly reversed: the sexual artist leads society into a desert space beyond its repressive yet comforting, stabilizing codes; and society, whether by exiling, imprisoning or silencing the sexual artist, is actually containing its own movement, a movement initiated by the sexual artist.

But another Wildean theory of art is necessary to complete our picture of the sexual avant-garde’s anomalous position with respect to society at large: his theory of art as crime or sin, and of the artist as criminal or sinner. We have already touched on Wilde’s theory of the creative criminality or sinfulness of art: “There is no essential incongruity between crime and culture.” Such statements on art, interpreted autobiographically from the point of view of Wilde’s homosexuality, and taken together with his statements to the effect that art if both separate from life and its imitated paradigm, can be translated into a “latent manifesto” of the social position of marginalized gay culture: “We, like Art according to Wilde’s theories, are simultaneously or at different moments 1) a nomad culture either on society’s fringes or separate and distinct from it; 2) an aesthetic and sexual avant-garde from which, or following whose example, society either borrows new values or modifies old ones; 3) a criminal class constituted cast in the arena of society’s moral values as its scapegoat. We are both beyond society’s good and evil, and the indispensable negative term of this binary pair. We escape the terms of conventional morality, subvert them, and help define them.”

“…We are never truer to ourselves than when we are inconsistent,” wrote Wilde.79 The inconsistencies of Wilde’s theory of art change nature when placed against their real background, the social and political quandary of gay culture. So placed, they have a rigorous and precise descriptive force. Seen against the background of marginal culture in general, such a statement as the following hs an inescapable logic: “The criminal classes are so close to us that even the policeman can see them. They are so far away from us that only the poet can understand them.”80

But the ambiguity of its position obliges the gay community to employ wit and deception; to reveal its sexuality, if it must reveal it, in a guarded way, to defuse moral wrath and sexual hysteria with clever flippancy. This is part of the art of “lying,” which Wilde fears may be in decay. “The true revelation is that lying the telling of beautiful untrue things, is the proper aim of art.”81 The rose may unfold its sexuality, but must do so in its cave. A protocol of dissembling revelation and revealing ambiguity governs the externalization, the coming-out of the closet, of the sexual revolutionary; a protocol of charming aggression and subversive wit provides the covering fire on the enemy cordon through which the trapped revolutionary attempts to break. 

But when does indirection become direct? When does aggression become self-destruction? What happens when the guerilla tactic of displacement (art = homosexuality, soul = clothes condenses into direct confrontation, when Wildean flippancy meets the massive humorlessness of attorney Carlson?

In major urban center, at least, and apart from the more conservative institutions like the military, gayness has come out of the closet en masse: gay culture has consolidated and thus gained a legal and political power comparable to its long-standing aesthetic influence on our culture.

But between this state of vocal self-assertion and the almost completely closeted or underground muteness of gay culture in the nineteenth century there is a great gulf. It is the gulf between veiled allusion and revelation, between witty ambiguity and “foolhardy” candor—in the middle of this gulf stands punishment with a flaming sword. Lacking unity and access to power, gay culture can hardly be said to have existed at all in Wilde’s day. Homosexual practices had long been a structural part of the ruling-class educational system in England. But its widespread reality was matched only by the deception and discretion with which it was everywhere masked. Just as Disraeli dropped the pose of the dandy as soon as he entered Parliament, so the Eton graduate dropped his homosexual practices, or forced them underground, as soon as he entered adulthood and professional life. This doubleness, with all its attendant guilt and anxiety, is evident in Dorian Gray, who, among other things, insists on retaining the youthfulness of the schoolboy.

Wilde’s life and works, on the other hand (as exemplified by Dorian Gray itself), were characterized by an ambivalent movement towards sexual openness. Lack of discretion and imprudence were the peculiar trademark of Wilde as a homosexual. If he had qualms about entering restaurants through the front door with Douglas, they were easily laid to rest with a little encouragement from his lover. The extravagance of his taste for young working-class renters was hazardous to say the least, especially in view of his experience with the blackmailing proclivities of some among their number. His homosexuality, by the late 1880’s and early 90’s, had become something of a running “in” joke within his artistic circle. Beardsley and Beerbohm, for example, frequently made sly allusions to his sexuality in words and drawings. A drawing by Beardsley dating from 1894 portrays various members of his circle in stylized form. Oscar is among them, rendered as a decadent, corpulent Bacchus, his feet found with grapevines—the latter an insider’s symbol for homosexuality. The frequency of such allusions, combined with Wilde’s own devious but less than subtle promulgation of homosexuality in writings like The Portrait of W. H., made his sexuality, at best, only ambiguously an inside joke.

Wilde hovered between the inside and the outside of the closet. He clearly chafed at the restricted terms under which homosexuality had to co-exist with the society of his day; he feared, understandably, the consequences for his person and reputation of disclosure. The vulnerable ambiguity of his position, a position ready-made for him by society, is reflected in the curious double-logic of his counter-attack on the Marquis of Queensberry—that is, on the “libel” constituted by that notorious calling card that spelled out, not quite literately, the doubleness of society condemnation of Wilde: “For Oscar Wilde posing as a somdomite [sic].” Through the agency of Queensberry society accused Wilde, not so much of homosexuality, as of breaking with the terms under which homosexuality in nineteenth-century England was repressively tolerated: silence and invisibility. Wilde backed out of the protection of the closet without the usual covering fire of wit. His position was Janus-faced, “false.” To defend his reputation he had to expose it to ruin. To fight back against libel he had to put himself in the position of initiating the proceedings that disproved it. Doubleness and codedness were at work on both sides. Ostensibly prosecuting Wilde for corruption of minors, the government, and society with it, was really persecuting Wilde for his homosexuality. Wilde, ostensibly defending himself against a libelous charge of homosexuality, was, perhaps unconsciously, really defending his homosexuality itself.

Wilde never publicly acknowledged his homosexuality, but he must have known (he was certainly warned) that in the course of the first trial it would be exposed. Perhaps what Wilde was refusing to acknowledge was not his homosexuality as such, but his homosexuality as it was socially constituted, with sin, deviance, guilt grafted onto it. When in a famous courtroom speech he defended “Platonic” male friendship he was both denying and affirming his homosexuality—denying it as a perversion, a personal moral failing, affirming it as a noble form of innocence (a form in which, of course, it would not be generally recognized). Homosexuality as an identity, a legal subject, a mode of being, came into the modern world, in the person of Wilde, on trial. Against a social consensus that saw homosexuality as guilty in itself, Wilde could only defend himself with his counter-epistemology; “to see” the subject (homosexuality, himself) “as in itself it really is not”—that is, not guilty.

But Wildean flippancy and paradox, once tapped into directly confronting the massive humorlessness of the law on its own ground, tripped itself up. Such genteel guerilla weapons were like an elegant derringer  up against a battery of artillery.

At one point during the first trial, when Wilde was till the plaintiff, Edward Carson, attorney for the defense, asked him if he had ever kissed a certain boy. Wilde replied: “Oh dead no. He was a peculiarly plain boy. He was unfortunately extremely ugly. I pitied him for it.” Carson pounced: “Was that the reason you did not kiss him?” After some grief and testy exchanges Carson rephrased his question: “Why, sir, did you mention that this boy is extremely ugly?” To which the stung plaintiff replied:

For this reason! If I were asked why I did not kiss a door-mat I should say because I do not like to kiss door-mats. I do not know why I mentioned that he was ugly except that I was stung by the insolent question you put to me and the way you have insulted me throughout this hearing.82

Such flippancy, flustered, no longer agile, became the turning point of the trial. From here on in its was nothing but deepening disaster (except for the heroic deception of the speech in which Wilde defended homosexuality as Platonic love), His nervous flippancy, combined with a frivolous, thoughtless lie about his age, became weapons in the hands of an inhumanly solemn and moralistic prosecution in his next trial. Gradually and with a mechanical inevitability, the familiar litany was chanted: Wilde was evil, immortal, criminal, childish, not serious. The sentencing judge pronounced that he knew of no more heinous crime than Wilde’s. Unwilling quite to take up the muzzle of silence, Wilde had it forced upon him: the judge refused to allow him a final speech to the courtroom. To the two-year prison sentence at hard labor that was to ruin him, he was led off in silence.

Sheer arrogance, fatuousness and hubris had something to do with Wilde’s downfall. But arrogance and hubris are themselves part of a larger pattern, at once moral, psychological and aesthetic: tragedy. And it is Wilde’s apparent emotional investment in this pattern, as well as in the related phenomenon of martyrdom, that needs to be further explored.

We have already mentioned that Wilde felt some attraction to the “glamour” of crime and sin long before he fell a legal victim to it. We have also pointed out that the glamorous attractiveness that crime and sin held for Wilde was partly an effect of their intimate association with homosexuality as it was then constituted, or rather contrived (as a trap is contrived) by society in Wilde’s day. By constituting the homosexual act as crime and sin, society gave its “perpetrator”—or rather imposed upon its perpetrator—an inescapable identity. The homosexual became a legal, moral and metaphysical subject generated by the homosexual act even more irrevocably than the sinner is generated by sin or the criminal by a crime. Homosexuality became desirable both in spite and because of its sinfulness and criminality.

We can see how ambiguous this is: does the worm bit the hook or the hook the worm: Is the subject: homosexual a homosexual because he or she is sinful and criminal or sinful and criminal because homosexual? Is the desire sinful or the sin desirable? It takes an enormous power either of Hegelian negation or of schizoid affirmation to break out of such an epistemological and libidinal quandary.

Wilde seems to have moved in two opposite directions at once in embracing the social consequences of being gay in a time when there was no organized gay culture (that is, no gay power). He seemed to move both outside the episteme of his day, and into its very center, as the evil scapegoat or the saintly martyr )the tragic hero) depending on one’s point of view. He was, in his very confusion responding with a certain rigor to the vulnerable ambiguity of his historical situation. The situation is this: the individual homosexual subject, with all its vulnerability, had already been constituted,83 but the collective homosexual subject (the gay community with its fledgling political clout) had not yet constituted itself beyond furtive coteries of buyers of brown-paper-wrapped erotic novels.. Society had created had created the (sinful) homosexuality, but the homosexual had not yet created his or her own society.

So on the one hand we find Wilde writing, in coded form, an early counter-Constitution for a gay republic that does not yet exist. On the other hand, we find him buying into (or settling for) the kind of perceived perversity that society at large had already reserved for him—or at least failing to decode or subvert this false perversity by intensifying or going beyond it. Perversity is a weapon that cuts both ways, as we have said, Or, as Wilde himself put it in an early and prophetic poem: “We are the lips betraying and the life betrayed.” Heroic Greek tragedy and divine Christian judgment—these two solemn patrolling enemies to homosexual liberation exercised their seductive influence on Wilde throughout his life. Each represented a ready-made, in fact an immemorial form of perversity: the redemptive or fortunate fall—Oedipus at Colonus, Christ on Mount Calvary. Society’s great sin (but Wilde, too, was partly “guilty”) was to have placed Wilde in a position where he would inevitably be tempted by the Savior. De Profundis is in part a chronicle of Wilde’s “forty days and nights” in the “wilderness.”

What was Wilde’s share in this guilt? We are not speaking in Wilde’s case, of “objective” legally defined guilt. We are talking about the feeling of guilt, in all its horrible metaphysical uncanniness and torment. Wilde’s chameleon-like adaptability to a variety of dramatic, public roles was a source of strength as long as the roles he chose did not involve the assumption of traditional depth and interiority. Unfortunately, Wilde was attracted to the “purple robe of tragedy,” to the supposedly purifying effect of suffering and repentance. These offered, after all, new sensations, fresh points of view, a backdrop for a new pose. Society had an unfair strategic advantage her: it had already planted emotional valencies of tragic guilt and saintly humiliation in the very heart of homosexuality (as, indeed, through such agencies as Sunday School and church, in heterosexuals as well). Society offered Wilde a place in its very midst, the cozy confines of its jails, the venerable interiority of its guilt—a place in which the nomad might settle his quarrel with the philistine forces of conventionality and settle down. The dual containment of prison and repentance offered him an identity through which he could finally be integrated into society, a way of living with himself, a compromise. In the Ballad of Reading Goal, for example, Wilde “reached for the main implication of his disgrace through a double negative; though men thought he was unlike them he was not.”83 The logic of the scapegoat.

But this is not the last word on Wilde. Defiant flippancy and moral contrition ran neck and neck up until his very death. Against his will he was administered Last Rites, but not before suggesting that death would be a form of salvation from tacky wallpaper.

We must, as we have suggested, think of Wilde’s imprisonment as a double containment: the external containment of the prison walls; the internal containment of internalized guilt. De Profundis records Wilde’s struggle to break these internal shackles. It represents the climax of his fight against the wrong kind of perversity, against false depth and the logic of redemption. Like his trial and his life in general, it marks a watershed of recent history: the confrontation of the tragic and the anti-tragic.

The early critical reception of De Profundis reflects the tension and duality of Wilde’s position in prison. While some critics condescended to the letter because of its lack of moral depth and sincere repentance, others rejoiced in these same qualities as proof positive that Wilde had not been broken, had even triumphed.

The devotees of the cult of guilty interiority were represented by E. V. Lucas writing in the Times Literary Supplement:

This is an unfailingly and now and then poignantly interesting book; it contains some beautiful prose, some confessions that cannot leave the reader unmoved and may even touch him a little with shame at his own fortunate rectitude; and a passage of theological conjecture that is most engaging in its ingenuity… The book contains all this and more, and yet while realizing the terrible conditions under which it was written…it is impossible, except very occasionally, to look upon his testament as anything but a literary feat. No so, we find ourselves saying, are souls laid bare. This is not sorrow, but its dexterously constructed counterfeit…. Yet when we ask ourselves in what other way we would have had Oscar Wilde’s cry from the depths we are unable to reply; for the bitter truth is that he was probably unable to cry from the depths at all; perhaps, paradoxical as it may sound, he was unable really to be in the depths…. Even in prison… his artifice was too much for him, his poses wee too insistent—had become too much a part of the man—to be abandoned.84

But, paradoxical as it may sound, Wilde’s inability to be in the depths was also his great strength, a source of his originality. This does not occur to our humorless though not unsympathetic Englishman, who a little ashamed at his “fortunate rectitude,” goes on to repeat large section of the rest of the philistine litany of charges against this apostle of camp: for example, Wilde is simply childish, like other Irishmen; he is “By nature a witty and irresponsible Irishman;” he is immortal, or at least deficient in moral fibre: “…He could not resist temptation.” The reviewer simultaneously condemns Wilde for not being serious and for trying to be serious, for being a poseur and for not “forgetting who he was:” he prefers “those moments in Wilde’s literary career when he forgot who he was and allowed himself to frolic and turn somersaults with verities and conventions.” For this reviewer, De Profundis fails to be convincingly tragic; that is its tragedy. One way or another, Wilde’s life and work must be pigeon-holed within the old myth of tragic interiority.

It was in response to reviews such as this that Bernard Shaw wrote, in a private letter:

I am half tempted to cut into the Saturday Review with a letter giving the comedic view of De Profundis. It is really an extraordinary book, quite amusing and exhilarating as to Wilde himself, and quite disgraceful and shameful as to his stupid tormentors. There is pain in it, inconvenience, annoyance, but no real tragedy. The unquenchable spirit of the man is magnificent; he maintains his position and puts society squalidly in the wrong . . . comes out the same man he came in—with stupendous success . . . . It annoys me to have people degrading the whole affair to the level of sentimental tragedy.85
And Beerbohm celebrated Wilde’s tendency to pose as his greatest strength. The public, he wrote, expected the Wilde of De Profundis to be transformed at least into an acolyte of the cult of guilty interiority.

Yet lo! He was unchanged. He was still precisely himself. He was still playing with ideas, playing with emotions . . . . Emotion was not seeking outlet: emotion came through its own expression. The artist spoke, and the man obeyed . . . . Oscar Wilde was immutable . . . .In prison . . . Wilde was still himself . . . still with the same . . . detachment from life.86
All these critics notice a peculiar thing about Wilde: in his very mutability he was very nearly immutable; his was a naturally artificial nature, an embodiment of the Being of Becoming. But even Shaw and Beerbohm only point to the real drama of De ProfundisI, the agon between the born poseur and that most transfixing and fatal or roles, the martyred, the tragic. In his abjection, tragic depth represented a powerful temptation: “But while to propose to be a better man is a piece of unscientific cant, to have become a deeper man is the privilege of those who have suffered. And such I think I have become.”87

The consequences of Wilde’s weaker brand of perversity are apparent throughout the text. We said earlier that the dialectical reversal of hierarchically structured binary oppositions like good and evil had a strategic weakness: leaving each term of the pair intact, it allowed the hierarchical structure to snap back into place with a vengeance. The revenge of dialectics is apparent in De Profundis in such repentant sentences as these: “In my perversity, and for that perversity’s sake, I turned the good things of my life to evil, and the evil things of my life to good.”88

But even in his confused abjection Wilde manages to maintain a certain detachment. In Beerbohm’s words, “We see him here as the spectator of his own tragedy.”89 By aestheticizing his tragedy he undermines its moral seriousness, even its reality. Against guilt he pits his own histrionic tendency to rhetoricize. Against anguished sincerity and humorless inwardness he pits insincerity, humor and theatrical voguing.
If he does find himself tempted by the Savior, it is at least an antinomian Jesus, similar to Nietzsche’s, that passes muster with his theatrical soul:

But while Christ did not say to me, “Life for others” he pointed out that there was no difference at all between the lives of others and one’s own life. By this means he gave to man an extended, a Titan personality.90
Wilde’s Christ is closer to a political-cultural revolutionary than to the moralizing preacher of self-denial that the ruling classes invented so long ago as an instrument of social repression. He, like Wilde, is profoundly social for the same reason that he is anti-establishment: he speaks for the repressed Titan (here he reminds us of Blake’s Los and other giants of his imagination) of the collectivity.

Wilde not only politicizes Christ. Just as subversively, he aestheticizes him: “. . . His entire life is the most wonderful of poems. For ‘pity and terror’ there is nothing in Greek tragedy t touch it.”91 The effect of this is amusingly artificial; its campiness, intended of not, removes all anguished depth from the figure of Christ by turning Him into the center of a spectacle, something theatrical above all. Wilde is the first theologican to write about the Passion in the spirit and with the vocabulary of a drama critic. He gives the Savior a rave review. This is a liberating form of camp indeed, as politically serious in implication as it is (perhaps unconsciously) frivolous in tone.

It is Wilde’s failures of seriousness that we relish in De Profundis. They represent the strength or stubbornness of his “character.” It is impossible for him, try as he might, to be serious in the “proper” “serious” way. In his failure we relish a kind of victory. Trying hard to free himself from perversity, he becomes something even more perverse. In attempting to accommodate himself to the classical perversity of Christianity, he stumbles onto the modern—the postmodern—perversity of camp.

Wilde is indeed a transitional figure. He is transitional between Christ and Genet. Christ needed to be betrayed by Judas in order to accomplish his mankind-redeeming sacrifice. Wilde’s actions represent a kind of self-betrayal (“We are the lips betraying and the lips betrayed”) that in seeking “genuine” martyrdom stumbles into its parody. With Genet, finally, betraying others becomes the indispensable means to self-sacrifice, sanctity and martyrdom. This brand of perversity is ferocious where Wilde’s is (at its weakest) tentative. Its mode is not dialectical reversal of the terms good/evil but a wholehearted embrace of the negative term to a degree of parodic intensification that subverts the very distinction between them. Where Wilde becomes a martyr to the concept of martyrdom, Genet martyrs that concept. And it is no mere accident that Wilde and Genet, our last Christians, are almost among our first homosexuals.

To understand Wilde’s martyrdom we must consider its merits as political strategy, not just as psychological case history (for the two are, especially from the point of view of a threatened marginal culture, the same). We repeat an earlier question: does Wilde’s legal action and its “tragic” consequences represent a failure of the tactic of perversity or its culmination? Direct confrontation is not excluded entirely from guerilla strategy. It may become inevitable, indispensable. We recall, in this connection, the Stonewall Riots of 1969, when

After a particularly brutal police attack on a New York gay bar called the “Stonewall” street fighting erupted, squad cars were overturned, and a mass counterattack led principally by Third World gays, street queens and lesbians successfully forced police back and out of the club area. Several days of rioting and spontaneous gatherings followed, and during this time the first militant gay political groups began to form.92

Wilde’s actions, on the other hand, represent a very lonely kind of confrontational politics or guerilla theater. He was outflanked on all fronts: during the trials, rioting citizens surrounded his house; the government bore down on him with all the force of its legal machinery; his own mother threatened never to speak to him again if he turned tail and rain. Internally, he suffered confusion, hesitation, emotional collapse. If this situation recalls anything in guerilla tactics it is the suicidal raid. 

Can we, then, consider Wilde’s martyrdom a kind of Kamikaze action? Was the effect of his immolation to drag the whole arsenal of martyrdom, tragedy, and sin down into the depths with him? Perhaps it would be more precise to suggest that he dragged them up to the surface with him, where they might exult, like the Emperor with no clothes, in dubious triumph.

The effect of his martyrdom was to help divest his homosexuality, homosexuality in general, of the stigmata under which it sprang, fully disarmed and vulnerable, into the modern world. If Wilde (anticipating Genet) appears to de-humanize himself in his taste for the artificial, this is because the “human” form in which homosexuality was born in our era was an intolerable straightjacket for which humanism offered nothing but platitudes. It was either Wilde or this straitjacket—one of them had to go. As it turned out, they went together.

Wilde’s celebrity made his homosexual martyrdom immortal. It gave homosexuality exposure and notoriety, and though in the short term it may have harmed the cause, those of us aware that we are living in an age of media hype should know that exposure and notoriety may represent a stage on the way to legitimization. The first step toward giving a good name to the love that dare not speak its name is—to give it a name, good or bad.

The long-term effect on the English public of his martyrdom might be gauged by the comment Lord Alfred Douglas made years after Wilde’s death, and long after Lord Alfred had become a reactionary homophobe: “Let England bear the responsibility for what she did to Oscar.”93 The cinematic and TV productions devoted to his life and work over the past several decades attest to the fascination and sympathy his reputation has come to exercise and command. And with him comes his sexuality. It is always there, as defiantly un-disavowed on screen as it was during his life.

Wilde’s influence on literary culture is incalculable, even setting aside such Modernist figures as Yeats. The openness with which Gide and Genet treat their homosexuality in their works is perhaps unthinkable without the precedent and the influence—in Gide’s case directly personal—of Wilde. The same might be said for the unshrinking gayness of so eminent a political figure as Keynes, or of the Cambridge Apostles in general, among whom candid gayness became a kind of fashionable style.

More generally, Wilde bequeathed his style to a whole culture—gay culture. Not a harmless affectation, but style as politics. Style lends unity and identity, and these lend power. The style of David Bowie and the New York Dolls in the era of Glitter Rock is a Wildean style, as is Boy George’s today. Wherever sexual ambiguity is celebrated as an affirmative force, wherever camp triviality and archness continue to laugh down the tragic histrionics and gloomy repression of interiority, the influence of Wilde is probably at work.

The history of Wilde’s influence on the formation and development of gay culture in our century still waits to be written. These remarks are intended only as suggestions. Certainly, the history of gay rights in our century begins in the last century, with their violation in the person of Wilde. Wilde could have escaped his martyrdom. For whatever reasons, he didn’t. (His mother’s pressure, his own pride, the peculiar desire expressed as a young boy to confront “the Crown” in a law suit, his father’s example as a defendant in a law suit, are all probably contributing factors, though not necessarily explanations.) As incipient praxis, his actions remain ambiguous and open to the uses that later theory, benefiting from amore fully developed praxis, might put it to. Let us choose, then, to consider his legal action, with all its consequences, the ultimate perversity, the most powerful politics, possible in his place and time, his self-destruction the only means available to him for destroying the oppression that weighed in and on him, hopelessly alone, outnumbered, overpowered. Let us consider him as he was, a necessary link between the constitution of the guilty, criminal, sick, powerless homosexual subject and the counter-Constitution of the gay collectivity whose articles he was among the first to write.

What does Wilde’s story tell us of marginal politics in general? First of all, we must distinguish between the politics of the marginalized left and those of the marginalized right. T. S. Eliot (for example), like Wilde, writes in the style of a marginalized elite. But if both Eliot and Wilde write in a style that is willfully “minor” with respect to the major canon of literature, they do so from opposite ends of the political spectrum. Eliot speaks nostalgically for a past—the hierarchical world of pre-Civil War England, of the landed aristocracy and ascendant High Anglicism—to which he would have had us all regress. Wilde, on the contrary, speaks hopefully for a Utopian world of socialist individualism and sexual toleration, a world as free from hierarchical politics as it would be free of the ressentiment and bad conscience that Eliot tried to elevate to the level of a religion and a political program.

Wilde’s aphorisms, to repeat, are forces. They work with and among forces implicitly social and political. The aphoristic style is oriented toward the future. Its contradictions, incoherences and inconsistencies keep it from ossifying into dogma. The distances and gaps between its elements are its means of self-ventilation, a way of keeping itself open for the arrival of the furthest possible exteriority (with respect to present-day moral and political consensus).

The aphorism often plays with clichés. In so doing, it works its way into the heart of what we might call folk epistemology. Each cliché represents a strand or interstice in the vast network of power expressed as popular moral wisdom and common sense. Each cliché is a maxim: it governs, like a minor satrap, a region of possible action, of moral decision—and usually speaks for the Emperor. Each cliché represents a small segment of the vast mosaic of power in its valuative, normative form. The aphorism unknots the cliché, flips over a piece of the mosaic, stages a local insurrection in the Empire of Common Sense.

Seen from this point of view, Wilde’s aphorisms are tools of marginal politics; they decode power by robbing it of the appearance of seamless continuity. They expose the plaster beneath the mosaic tile, the fluid energy beneath the rigid code. It robs power of its semblance of eternity and its interiority by making its values relative and showing its idols to be hollow. “See,” it says, “the Wizard of Oz is just a funny little man behind a curtain.” Everything is fluid, including power. In making this point, Wilde wants to encourage us to take power into our own hands—to break off pieces of the idol and use them—deform, reshape them—rather than gazing at the idol in helpless awe. Wilde’s aphorisms should be seen as tools for a kind of revolutionary libidinal kit, a blueprint for making mental explosives.

The principle of the aphorism is intensification. Go as far as you can, so that from that point you can see even further. Wilde passed from a marginal Irishness, a marginal literariness, to an even more marginalized homosexuality. From the vantage point he saw socialism and a kind of sexuality so fluid as to dissolve even homosexuality into the floral splendor of polymorphous perversity. From this vantage point, even homosexuality is too classical, just one half of an old monolithic binary pair. At this extreme point of exteriority Wilde speaks not just for gay culture but for marginal cultures in general; not just for marginal cultures but for society itself, the later seen as an aggregate of individuals invested in their own repression. At the furthest horizon, Wilde’s perversity passes into a genial schizophrenia, schizophrenia not as a crippling illness but as an empowering libidinal disposition, a revolutionary disposition of desire. The Importance of Being Earnest represents this furthest point in Wilde’s libidinal thinking It is the most elegant and genial piece of schizophrenic writing in the dramatic repertoire.

One recent production of The Importance has the characters switch genders, so that Algernon and Jack are in female drag and Gwendolyn, Cecily and Lady Bracknell in male drag. This artistic move, while it certainly responds to a radial tendency in the play, does not respond to its most radical tendency. The libidinal economy of The Importance is not so much perverse (reversal of hierarchically structured binary pairs) as schizophrenic. Instead of reversing polarities it dissolves them into difference. To dissolve polarities in this way is to impinge on a total schizoid surpassing of codes.

The Importance is most radical in the form in which Wilde left it. What the play celebrates is not the switching of roles from male to female and vice-versa, but rather the homosexuality within heterosexuality as heterosexuality, and vice-versa. What Deleuze might call molecular sexuality. As the subject is dissolved into the mirror-play of changing identities, so is sexual identity dissolved into the femininity of Algernon-as-male, the masculinity of Lady Bracknell-as-female.

Just as important, The Importance portrays and celebrates the cheerful “decadence” of wealth. The transsexual fluidity of libido among the characters is the “privilege of the rich.” At its most affluent level, capitalism spawns a force that, rather than undermining it, overmines it, but still from within. The asceticism of the middle class dissolves, among its rich, into a decadent search for new sensations, rare pleasures, novel diversions and perversions. The logic of The Importance is an implicitly political logic—though it has spawned its own aesthetic genre, the screwball comedy, the best example of which is Bringing up Baby (directed by Howard Hawkes), whose wealthy characters, like the characters in The Importance, delight in cultivated libidinal anarchy (“I’ve gone gay!” shouts Cary Grant at one point.)

“The real tragedy of the poor is that they can afford nothing but self-denial. Beautiful sins, like beautiful things, are the privilege of the rich.”94 Both the cheerful nihilism of the wealthy and the ressentiment of the poor have a future. The reactive self-denial of the working class may become active, revolutionary anger and destroy capitalism from without; the decadence of the wealthy may help capitalism auto-destruct from within. From this point of view it is not such an anomaly that Wilde identified both with the decadence of the wealthy and the alienation of the poor. From his own marginal position, privileged intellectually, precarious politically, he could traverse the hierarchical axis of class at a subversive diagonal. It was the middle class alone that he despises; combing the wealth of the aristocracy with the self-denial of the poor, the power of a god and the soul of a bureaucrat, it is the only class with a desperate stake in the status quo. And it is the status quo that Wilde most frequently attacks.

If Wilde’s martyrdom in any way resembles a compromise with the present state of things, with this bourgeois society, we must in turn reflect on the compromises we still make today, compromises that differ only by the conditions under which they are made. The 1970’s were a period of consolidation for gay, women’s and black political movements. Under the creeping Reaganism of the 80’s, the same force that unites all segments of society in a spirit of reaction also drives the marginal segments apart.

Capitalist society, like Alice, can stand still only by running in place. It has its own secret perversity, its furtive schizophrenia, its closet revolutions. In fact nothing has ever equaled its power to reverse direction, to accelerate its motion, to shift whole populations and value systems, always for the sake of intensifying capital accumulation and squeezing out the last drop of surplus value. It is itself “The lips betraying and the life betrayed.” Its compulsive expansionism, so dangerous to the world at large, is also its own point of vulnerability. It spawns movements that threaten constantly to outrun it: strange marginal cultures, nomadic groups, decadents, perverts, schizoids and revolutionaries. If these groups drift apart, each to consolidate its separate gains, to lick its separate wounds or make its separate peace, capitalism gets a breather. If these groups unite, laterally and vertically, who knows what will happen?

We have already seen how difficult and even pointless it is to attempt to plumb the “depths” of Wilde’s motives and intentions. We relish his failures of seriousness, his unconscious, camp infidelity to the values of interiority, as much as his conscious mockery of such values. Wilde often just didn’t know how good he was. He even had little respect for The Importance of Being Earnest. He was not always a true Wildean.

In such a case it makes sense to think of effects rather than cases, of tendencies rather than intentions. What Deleuze says of Nietzsche’s aphorisms applies with comparable force to Wilde’s:

      The revolutionary character of Nietzsche’s thought becomes apparent at the level of method: it is his method that makes Nietzsche’s text into something not to be characterizes in itself as “fascist,” “Bourgeois,” or “revolutionary,” but to be regard as an exterior field where fascist, bourgeois, and revolutionary forces meet head on. If we pose the problem in this way, the response conforming to Nietzsche’s method would be: find the revolutionary force . . . detect the new forces coming from without . . . 95

It is a matter of finding the “legitimate misinterpretation.”96

In Wilde’s case, if it comes down to a choice between wallpaper and holy water, choose the wallpaper, Not because it is on sale, but because it is close to the area patrolled by the representatives of “tomorrow’s health,”97 and our only hope, the true Nietzscheans, the true Wildeans, the true nomads: the outside.
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