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of  the ‘available area’ of  time, and proliferate where recorded time has not yet set its print. 
“Finally, the topic of  the passions. They won’t save the world, but then neither 

will chronometric history, which locks us into the breathless space of  a ‘this has 
been done.’ Affective time will, though, open at now/points and from the life of  the 
knower. As life promptings rise in the midst of  the passions, and rinse themselves 
cleaner with the age and experience of  the historian, there is eventually room for 
the growth of  compassion. And what is that? It is the dry fruit of  the fall, steeped in 
the awareness of  human limit. It may not be true that none deserve our compassion 
more than such as the Paiutes or the British Hondurans of  Stanns Creek, but it is 
true that none receive more of  our hearts that those we find by the side of  the road, 
rejects of  the long march to ‘progress.’”

Essay 2

The History of a House

1. We’re in Monemvasia, the Gibraltar like rock off the East Coast of the Pelopon-
nesus.  Many narrow passages wind through its residential quarter, up and down the 
small town of churches, forts, and private dwellings. I go up to one of these “old houses.” 
I read about it and its part of the town, carbon date its foundations, make sketches of it, 
photograph it. I touch it. I become as familiar as possible with the house. I surround it 
with all my knowing and recording equipment. 

Does the historicity of this house--it seems to have been completed on April 6, 1372-
-appear in the list of things I come to know in knowing this house? Is there an “histori-
calness” to the house? I don’t mean “does some historical reference enter into things 
I would say to describe the house?” It probably does so enter. I mean: “Is there any 
aspect/feature of the house before me that in itself is, or even declares, some temporal 
situation about itself? Is there any aspect of what is before me that is historical? There is 
an inscription with a date, but it offers a date rather than temporality itself.” 

Historicity doesn’t leave a mark. Whatever exists in time is always present, existent 
in time, although it can exist as a “reference to time.”  

2. When I say that the house in front of me was built on the date named in the date 
marker inscription,   have my words about the building’s date no referent? Am I just 
talking into the air? My words “about history” have no referent, at least in the corre-
spondence sense of reference; in the sense that a referent is a determinable guarantor 
of the thought or statement; a gold standard against which the thought can be minted.1   
My words about the house’s historicity involve no thought (expression, assumption) 

     1. “The meaning of a statement lies in the fact that it expresses a conceivable (not necessarily existing) state 
of affairs. If an (ostensible) statement does not express a (conceivable) state of affairs, then it has no meaning. 
It is only apparently a statement. If a statement expresses a state of affairs then it is in any event meaningful; 
it is true if this state of affairs exists, false if it does not exist.” Pseudoproblems in Philosophy, p. 325 in The 
Logical Structure of  the World and Pseudoproblems in Philosophy, Berkeley, l969.
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directed toward the gold standard of  a referent.  Or so it seems. But is this dismissal 
plausible? Is the whole weight of  ordinary language, with its assumptions about tem-
porality and a “real past,” not too powerful to be dismissed?  Isn’t some other meaning 
of  reference of  interest to us here? Isn’t there some other suitable field of  reference, by 
measuring against which I can say that the date indicated on the house is “referring to 
something real?”

When I claim that the house before me was constructed on a certain date in 1372,  
I run into a problem as soon as I try to locate a referent, “out there in history,” to 
which my claim can apply.  What happens if  I refer to myself  as the reference point 
of  the statement? Can I be the guarantor for my own statement about the date of  the 
house’s construction? Isn’t it I who have asserted the date of  the house? Isn’t it I who 
have established and who support the historical reference field--actually the swinging 
rope ladder of  linear history--in terms of  which the house acquires its historicity? Am 
I not the guarantor, the responsable,  of  linear historical time? Doesn’t the date of  the 
house depend on me, who date it, or, the same thing in effect,  who corroborate some 
inherited dating system? Can we take this route to rescuing a meaning for the house’s 
foundation inscription?

This theory of  reference might offer some (cold) comfort to us in our search for a 
grounding of  linear time; for evidence that the historicity of  the Monemvasia house 
can refer to something, can in that sense “mean something.”  This alternate theory pro-
vides a guarantor, you/me, who has drafted the army of  official historians as his/her 
temporal frame makers and frame fillers. A guarantor? Well, yes, a team-player guar-
antor. A guarantor who has bought into the reigning team ethos, the ideational net-
work that constitutes linear history.  Can so many assistants be wrong?  Can I as data-
guarantor not take comfort here? Not feel reassured that Profs X and Y have backed 
up my date-giving, which in turn backs up the presumption of  historicity in the house? 
Maybe, maybe I’ve found a variant defense for the idea of  reference. and found some 
work for the historical nature of  my Monemvasia house to do.  The “cold” in “cold 
comfort” is because of  that bottomless present, across which this whole rope-ladder of  
time has been extended--by me.  I may have team support in my enterprise, but that 
doesn’t mean we couldn’t all fall through the bottom together. The reference-estab-
lishing drama could be as simple as the following: while falling through the bottom of  
existence,  a man stretches a rope of  time above him,  with which he can pull himself  
back up out of  the pit. The linear historical past is a highly respectable fiction, which is 
created by a man standing in a well.  

3. Let’s go back to that house at Monemvasia. Let’s talk about what was indubita-
bly present there, what I found when I approached the house, reading about it, making 
sketches of  it,  carbon dating it. There was a formation of  matter, which appears in var-
ious transformations of  the house’s physical/chemical structure.  This matter, like the 
linear rope ladder “history” I want to attach it to, is also a construct. It does not contain 
its meaning in itself. To evaluate the meaning of  this matter I require a referent, as much 
as I require one when I conceive of  the historicity of  the house.  The matter may have 
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a life of  its own, which it occupies without me. But when I appear, the matter takes on 
meaning. It becomes some kind of  matter; that is it acquires meaning by being related 
to what it deeply is. Yet I don’t see or touch what underlies this matter, what defines the 
matter, the underlying physical/chemical structure. It’s true that before me I see color, 
shape, a corner of  lintel, a dissymmetrical gray cornice. The ever morphing physical-
chemical underlying structure is in a sense making itself  into what I see. But I cannot get 
behind the phenomena of  that matter, to its own ground.  Perhaps the house’s material 
grounding is guaranteed by me/you from the same bottomless pit of  the present, which 
assured the grounding energies of  linear time. The underlying physical structure of  the 
Monemvasia house may lay claim to existing, every nano second, at a different point 
in the continuum of  linear history; but only because that physical (like the temporal) 
structure is sustained by me and you who conceive it.  It has been said that fundamental 
nature, the elemental of  physics,  is always in the year one, accumulates no time around 
it; if  so, that would be a state in which nature enjoys the company of  linear “history,” 
which like nature is a construct.

4. Nature, like history, is sustained by an imperiled guarantor. Can I serve as mate-
rial nature’s referent? Of  course. I can father matter, as I fathered time.  But in that case 
what do the atoms and their nuclei mean apart from my naming-guarantee of  them? 
What kind of  fathering is this? What are the elementary physics particles in my account 
except my account drained of  my account, until all that is left is what my account was 
about? 

5. Keep me in front of that house in Monemvasia, or in front of what’s left of it--after 
we’ve unplugged it from nature and time, and plugged it into ourselves. What’s left of 
it is exactly what was there before I started asking what kind of historicity of  the house 
would survive analysis. I pretended that the survivor, among historical and material ac-
counts, might be myself--humanity the namer--sustaining the accounts both of the his-
tory of human  affairs, and of the history of molecular affairs within the house. Did I 
deprive the house, or the history of the house, of anything, by taking over from it this 
guarantor or reference role? Did my undermining of conventional historical or physi-
cal analysis do anything to the house which is standing there opposite me? The house 
still seems to be there. I can touch it and think about it and write about it. I can hit my 
head against it.  I can ask when it was built and what it was built of. Have the accounts 
of which the house’s authorship has been denied not been essential parts of the house 
itself? 

6. Both matter and accounts of temporal interactions with it seem built to survive 
being interpreted away. So I’m the guarantor of historical time and the micro- structure 
of nature? Me and my fellow namers, fellow human analysts? Big deal! Maybe “guar-
anteeing,” “giving accounts” is not such a powerful establishing act. Are we giving the 
guaranteeing-account its due? Should we consider alternative ways of interpreting the 
account itself?  Should we, like some postmodernists,  take the turn of prioritizing the 
account,  of insisting that all is account,  all our talk about the world a kind of narrative.2  

     2. Derrida turns to a passage from Montaigne--“il y a plus affaire à interpréter les interprétations qu’à 
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(After that level of  demystification, all that would remain would be to attach the ac-
counter to a super accounter; God? And God to…? There would be no point of  rest in 
the regression, which however conceals the threat of  becoming infinite.) We might have 
made a move that could have led toward the postmodern.  That would have been the 
beginning of  one strategy for recovering the validity of  our accounts, for fighting off  the 
insulting suggestion that our accounts were impotent. But going that close to the post-
modern, in accounting for the account, would mean something we are not up for here: 
saving the reliability of   language or other symbol systems by decentering them,  by 
making all accounts into new versions. To follow that saving move would mean agreeing 
that the efforts to name the historical or the micro-atomic, of  the building at Monemva-
sia, are cut off  from the designatum by the gap between explanation and designatum, 
are forever giving fresh accounts and themselves becoming subjects of  new accounts.  
The accounting enterprise would be turned into a game of  infinite regress, making a 
mockery of  the existential stakes put in play by our effort to  know. 

Let’s recap. Recourse to the guarantee-establishing self  leaves much to be desired as 
an account of  the source of  our descriptive systems. But we need to remember the dis-
tress that led us to our recourse.  We could not find the “historical” or the “physical” 
element in the Monemvasia house itself, because there was no foundation for either of  
those descriptive categories. That’s why we brought in the self  as guarantor.  But we 
didn’t want to commit, thereby,  to the total “unknowability” or “unnameability” of  
the house- object. We didn’t want to remove the house from the world. We balked at 
the particular notion that all is an account. That premise seemed to dissolve into end-
less language skeins the legitimate desire to know the house/object in question. We only 
wanted to make it difficult to explain how that notion was not completely satisfactory. 

7.  We are talking about getting to know an object in time. How do we know the 
temporal placement of  the House in Monemvasia? We have slashed at the roots from 
which grows the tall tree of  linear history. We are also talking about getting to know a 
object in space, an object in its material presence. Yet we have slashed at the roots from 
which the space tree grows: the supposed hard reality of  matter-filled space. We have at 
the same time, while attacking the solidity of  the self  as guarantor, raised serious doubts 
about even that last-resort gold standard for historicity. Are we not left with a universe in 
which a surprising perspective forces itself  on us, a perspective in which such attributes 
as the spatial or temporal dimension of  things can only be understood as the not-yet-
named or the not-yet-knowable? Cannot the history of  the House in Monemvasia be 
best thought of, after all,  as “to be added”? Are these negative compounds--the not-
yet-named, the-not-yet knowable--going to be our wonder path out through the bush, 
into what is once again the light of  truly denotative statement?  Are we going to settle 
for a kind of  apophatic epistemology, in which not knowing, or being in process toward 
knowing,  is the only way to know?

interpréter les choses”--to herald his essay, “La Structure, le Signe et le Jeu dans le discours des sciences hu-
maines” (1966; in L’Ecriture et la différence, Paris, 1967; pp. 409-428.) In that essay Derrida uses the centrality 
of accounting as part of his fine tuning of structuralism, and of his analysis of the work of the bricoleur.
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So it may be, and at such a point we may indeed now find ourselves, in our quest for 
an historical and spatial field of  reference, yet there is more to say about this perspective 
that has forced itself  on us. We have not only discovered a realm of  the not-yet-named 
and  not-yet-knowable, but we have come upon a crucial distinction which needs to be 
made between two kinds of  not-yet-named and not-yet-knowable. We need to agree 
on exactly which kind of  knowing process we are making a place for. On the one hand 
there is the not-yet named which negates globally,  which negates the class of  all those 
things, like things with temporal or spatial tags, which cannot be named.  This kind of  
not-yet-named oversees the entire expanse of  knowing and designating.  This not-yet-
named is “all of  the above” when it comes to what temporal or spatial element is dis-
proportionate to whatever we might want to call it. Then there is the not-yet-named, 
not-yet-known which is the obverse of  particular objects or event-horizons, which is the 
shadow inside reality of  “things,” the coat those things are seen from the inside of  its 
tailoring. This is the not-yet-named that holds descriptive promise for our need to name, 
to date in historical time or to plumb physically. We need to name the precise inside of  
what we cannot name. We need and want to name the specific not-named.  

Let’s go back to the house in Monemvasia. It has a date, it is composed of  this or 
that material, it is of  this or that form; all nameable, datable, all knowable--though in 
fact, as we’ve tried agreeing to see, the house appears,  precisely in the acts of  being 
known or named, to be itself  not what the knowing or naming would have it be. There 
is no elementary particle structure or temporal designation to be named in the house. 
The house itself  is not anything you can name or know, although it is precisely, and in 
congruence with its specific nature. The house is the way the house is precisely what you 
can’t name  or know. The two halves of  that discrepancy fit each other exactly,  as in the 
fine work of  a tailor the outside and the inside of  a coat fit each other exactly.

8.  Naming and dating accounts are seen to be byproducts of  the ever vanishing 
self  of  the moment. These accounts include both a global panorama of  the not-known 
or not-named in general--the unnameable universe; and a panorama of  all the spe-
cific not-yet named, not-yet-knowable shadow obverses of  all the specifics naming and 
knowing could not embrace. It is this second panorama which promises to legitimate at 
least a very precise kind of  naming/not-naming. The insinuation: the intelligible life of  a 
thing or person or concept--a nameable or numerable-- lies along the fault line between the nomenclature 
of  that entity and its shadow obverse, the silence that underlies it.  It is that shadow intelligibility 
that we can approach to name. 

9. Let’s return to the house in Monemvasia. Before me it stands, before it I stand. 
From a point in myself  I can confer a time-marker, a style development marker, a ma-
terial composition marker--appointing to each aspect of  the house its term and coor-
dinates. The house itself--much as we have highlighted it, by standing before it and 
knowing/dating/analyzing it--is in this whole experience only as an unnamable which 
is unique to this particular act of  not knowing/ knowing or not naming/ naming. No 
wonder the house remaining there is in some sense “silence,”  secure in its awareness 
that I or you can only know it as this house you or I cannot know.
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10. What, then, is discourse about the nature of  things in the world, and about the 
placing we give them in the world?   In An Essay on Man (1944),3 Ernst Cassirer argues 
that mankind is before all a symbol-maker. Cassirer recapitulates some then current 
comparative studies of  ape/human mental development, and concludes that human 
advances in the sciences and arts, in social development, in speculation are all derived 
from our superior capacity to handle symbols. That was seventy-five years ago.  We no 
longer formulate the denoting process in the manner of  Cassirer or Suzanne Langer. 
But even in a more recent cultural movement like Postmodernism, the belief  remains 
that what-is is nameable. The pre-established harmony between naming and named 
may undergo scrutiny. Accounting may be consigned to a process of  infinite regress. 
There may be much talk about decentering and slippage (mou). But that naming and 
named are in a ballet of  correspondence with one another is not questioned. Naming 
acts have termini, which are at the same time morphs into fresh reference.4 Unlike Cas-
sirer and, say, Jacques Derrida, I am engaging a view which butts forcefully against the 
assumptions of  the “symbolizers.” I lean to the view that what is there to name, date, 
or locate is not to be designated by language or other symbol systems.  I am dubious of  
the power of  homo symbolicus, even of  man the decenterer.   I have isolated an object-
surrogate which can be named, but it is only a surrogate, and to read by its light is to 
read “in negative territory.”  

Am I drifting toward a doctrine of  silence?
11. Silence? The denotative meaning of  the Monemvasia house, in front of  which 

I stand, crashes against the object itself…fecklessly. Ensured by the obverse coverage of  
it, by the meanings addressing it, the house not-nameable, not-datable, not-placeable 
hunkers like an alternate universe inside the meaning that seeks it. The silence in ques-
tion, surrounding the house, is the silence unique to the house in question, and not a 
fractal of  that undifferentiated ocean of  silence in which we have our being, as a sus-
taining condition of  our reality; or to which the inward human turns as to a source. 
The parallel silent universe of  which we speak  is not the “rich silence of  being,” but 
the implicit obverse of  denotation. If  we called this silence “logical silence,” an “inevi-
table interior predication,” we would be closer to the principle in question, than if  we 
enriched our discussion.

This logical silence carries with it no mandates. It doesn’t change or shape our 
world, because “our world” has no need of  our silence; “our world” is by nature satis-
fied with the representations of  reality that facilitate our social comforts, our explorative 

     3. Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven, l944), p. 24: “Between the receptor system and the effector 
system, which  are to be found in all animal species, we find in man a third link, which we may describe as 
the symbolic system. This new acquisition transforms the whole of human life. As compared with the other 
animals man lives not merely in a broader reality; he lives, so to speak, in a new dimension of reality.”
     4. I dealt with this issue of language and its relation to the named, in an early essay, “From Naming to 
Fiction Making,” Giornale di Metafisica, 1958, XVI, 569-583.  That essay takes up the issue of the mimetic 
factor in works of literary art. Are those works “about” anything? I pursue the quest, for a convincing 
description of “how we name”, in The Fact of  Literature (Amsterdam, 1973). The evolving personal shadow of 
these studies, leading toward the perspectives of the present essay, can be traced in Frank Shynnagh’s Song 
Broken, Song: The Work of  Frederic Will (Mellen, 2008).
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adventures, our capacity to seek and receive help. Still the logical silence in question 
here exercises its own unremitting pressures. This silence guarantees that we can live 
ourselves under the illusory sign of  cosmic adjustment.   

12. The secret life of  what cannot yet be named or known, by our designations, 
except that…it is as though our designations derived from attaching a mathematical 
negative to all our efforts to name.   Have we here a key to entering this undisclosed 
negative universe? Just add the negative sign?

The yes we answer is our sign of  solidarity with the life-giving ever-implicit. What 
can better sustain our enterprise of  thinking and naming, the life that defines us as 
humans, than the negative reserved meaning our sign-systems imply? 

We return to the house on its street in Monemvasia. We have been raised on the dif-
ficulties of   “knowing” such an object. What does that knowing mean? What is it we are 
hungry for? We derive an answer from the kind of  difficulty the knowledge object has, 
in fulfilling itself. The knowledge object swims before the interpretations of  it. It is the 
interpretations of  it. The realm of  silent logic is where the energy of  statement resides.  
The realm of  silent logic is the birthplace of  the life-giving negative. 

13. What can we learn by thinking of  our life-point as the intersection between de-
notative sallies and the silence implicit in them? We can enrich our pleasure in the in-
completeness of  our role, as “introducers of  the symbol,” and meaningful actors in the 
world.  Far from “realizing ourselves,” by flowing outward into anyone’s symbol-mak-
ing  account of  us, we can condemn ourselves willingly to the human strain of  silence.  
Cassirer salutes man’s symbol making powers as a source of  human achievement. Even 
Derrida, though radically recasting the strategies of  language use, avoids doubting the 
value of  the symbol system itself.5 5  I am doubting that value, flying in the face not only 
of  the mandarins of  language analysis and use, but of  evolutionary biology, given as it 
is to seeing survival value in  human symbol systems.  I am trying to put the negative in 
that place of  honor it deserves, governor as it is of  the province of  silence. 

Frederic Will 
School of  Advanced Studies  

University of  Phoenix

     5. For Derrida, the writer is the language user par excellence, and Derrida dissolves the observer/observed 
view of the writer/world relationship. Derrida substitutes for that view the idea of the writer as written by 
the world. “Le sujet de l’écriture n’existe pas si l’on entend par là quelque solitude souveraine de l’écrivain.  Le sujet de 
l’écriture est un système de rapports entre les couches: du bloc magique, du psychique, de la société, du monde.” (L’écriture 
et la différence, p. 335, Paris, l967). Yet there is here no radical questioning of the symbolic effectiveness of 
language.


