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Paul de Man’s War

Summary of Thesis:

In August 1987, Ortwin de Graef accidentally discovered some two hundred newspaper
articles which had been written by Paul de Man in World War II for Le Soir, a leading Belgian
newspaper. Among them was an article written for a special issue on the ‘Jewish problem’ (March 4,
1941) entitled “Les Juifs dans la Littérature actuelle” (“Jews in Contemporary Literature”). Those
who felt a strong hatred for de Man and his critical way of thinking took this occasion to denounce
him as a pro-Nazi or an anti-Semite. Consequently, a heated controversy, the so called “Case of Paul
de Man,” broke out and spread in no time in the U.S. and European countries.

In the article in question, de Man held a high opinion of Franz Kafka, without mentioning
any German writers (moreover, about two months later in another article, he referred to Charles
Péquy and sang the fervent praises of this passionate Dreyfusard).

De Man’s most skillful trick of rhetoric is latent in the epithet “vulgar / vulgaire” in the
opening statement. What signification is this epithet charged with? It makes the anti-Judaism it
refers to both fair and vulgar. That is, it makes the meaning of this statement hang in the balance.
It deconstructs a machine-like interpretation that de Man was a pro-Nazi journalist, and functions
as a hazardous shield to vulgar readings.

dJ. Hillis Miller, de Man’s former colleague, was implicated in this scandal, merely because
he had been a deconstructive critic. After careful investigation and close reading, Miller revealed
“the absence of reading” and “the resistance to theory” on the part of de Man’s opponents, including
Jon Wiener (“An Open Letter to Professor Jon Wiener”). The insistent aim of de Man’s enemy camp
was to expel “the deconstruction” ---an evil, foreign idea--- from the traditional academic society of
the U.S. by taking full advantage of de Man’s ‘scandalous’ case.

In his latter period, de Man changed his method from “historical” to linguistic” (Paul de

” <«

Man’s linguistic turn) and made use of several abstruse terms such as “materiality,” “machine,”
“event,” and “allegory.” That would also cause an instinctive dislike of de Man on the opponents’
camp.

Far from being a fair controversy, “the Case of Paul de Man” might be nothing but a silly
pseudo-intellectual war unfolding around an article that had never been given full investigation or

a deconstructive reading.
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