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The publication of Paul de Man’s Blindness and Insight: Essays in the Rhetoric of Contemporary Criticism in
1971 marked a seismic shift in the landscape of literary theory and philosophical inquiry. As a foundational text of
the movement that would become known as Deconstruction, or the "Yale School" of criticism, de Man’s work
challenged the traditional assumptions of structuralism and New Criticism. The central thesis of the book posits a
paradoxical relationship between a critic's theoretical framework and their actual practice of reading. De Man

argues that the very insights achieved by the most profound critics are inextricably tied to a systematic blindness—
a failure to recognize the implications of their own rhetorical strategies. This technical analysis explores the
mechanical underpinnings of de Man’s arguments, the specific critiques of 20th-century theorists, and the broader
implications for the field of contemporary rhetoric.

The Theoretical Framework of Blindness and Insight

At the core of de Man’s methodology is a rigorous focus on the rhetoricity of language. Unlike the structuralists
who sought to find a stable grammar or semiotic system behind literature, de Man focuses on the moments where
language fails to coincide with itself. He distinguishes between the constative (the literal meaning or statement)
and the performative (the rhetorical action or effect) of a text. In Blindness and Insight, this distinction is applied to
the act of literary criticism itself.

The Logic of the Paradox

De Man’s argument is not that critics are merely "wrong" or "mistaken." Rather, he suggests that error is a

structural necessity for insight. To see something clearly (insight), the critic must adopt a certain perspective or
meta-language that inherently obscures other aspects of the linguistic reality (blindness). The technical term for this
is Aporia—an irreconcilable internal contradiction in a text's meaning. De Man tracks how critics like Lukacs,
Blanchot, and Poulet reach their most brilliant conclusions precisely when they are most blind to the way their own
language subverts their stated theoretical goals.

The Rhetorical vs. The Phenomenological

A recurring theme in the work is the critique of phenomenology. Many of the critics de Man analyzes attempt to
describe literature as an encounter between consciousnesses (the author’s and the reader’s). De Man counters this
by asserting that literature is not a manifestation of consciousness but a complex system of tropes and figures.
The "blindness" often occurs when a critic treats a linguistic figure (such as metaphor) as if it were a phenomenal
reality (an actual experience or object in the world).

Technical Analysis: Case Studies in Critical Blindness

De Man conducts his investigation through a series of essays focused on major European thinkers. Each essay
serves as a case study in how the rhetoric of the critic’s text reveals truths that the critic’s own theory denies.

1. Georg Lukéacs and the Theory of the Novel

In his analysis of Georg Lukacs, de Man examines the transition from the "epic" to the "novel." Lukacs argues that



the novel is the epic of a world abandoned by God, characterized by an "organic" search for form. However, de Man
points out that Lukacs’ own descriptions of the novel emphasize temporality and fragmentation. The insight—that
the novel represents a modern condition of alienation—is achieved only because Lukacs is blind to the fact that his
"organic" model is actually dismantled by the temporal disruptions he describes.

2. Maurice Blanchot and the Impersonality of Criticism

Blanchot represents a move toward the impersonality of the text. He suggests that the author disappears behind
the work. De Man’s technical breakdown reveals that while Blanchot claims the work is an autonomous space of
death or absence, his language constantly reinstates a subjective presence. The insight into the "void" at the heart
of literature is dependent on a blindness toward the persisting rhetorical structures of the self that Blanchot's theory
seeks to abolish.

3.Jacques Derrida and the Reading of Rousseau

Perhaps the most famous essay in the collection is "The Rhetoric of Blindness," where de Man critiques Jacques
Derrida’s reading of Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Of Grammatology. Derrida famously argues that Rousseau is
trapped in a "metaphysics of presence," privileging speech over writing. De Man performs a counter-reading,
arguing that Rousseau was actually fully aware of the pitfalls of presence and the necessity of the "supplement."”

De Man suggests that Derrida’s insight into the nature of logocentrism required him to be blindto the fact that
Rousseau had already deconstructed those very concepts himself.

Comparison Matrix: Theoretical Schools and Rhetorical Structures

To understand where Blindness and Insightfits within the broader academic discourse, it is helpful to compare de
Man'’s deconstructive approach with other dominant modes of 20th-century criticism.



Critical School Primary Unit of Analysis View of Language The Role of the Critic

New Criticism The "Well-Wrought Organic, self-contained, To resolve paradoxes into a
Urn" (The Poem) symbolic. unified whole.

Structuralism The Underlying System Relational, governed by To map the grammar of
(Langue) universal laws. narrative and myth.

Phenomenology The Author's A medium for subjective To achieve a union of
Consciousness experience. minds (Intersubjectivity).

Deconstruction (de Man) The Rhetorical Trope Unstable, figural, and self- To expose the structural

subverting. gap between statement
and meaning.

Core Mechanics of Deconstructive Reading

How does one perform a reading based on the principles of Blindness and Insight? The process is a technical
workflow that involves several distinct steps designed to identify the "blind spot" of a text.

1. Identification of the Meta-Language: Determine the critic’s or author’s stated theoretical goal (e.g., "l am
arguing that literature is an organic reflection of nature").

2. Locating the Key Tropes: Analyze the figurative language used to support this goal. Is the author using
metaphors of growth, light, or structural integrity?

3. The Search for Incongruity: Find moments where the figurative language contradicts the literal statement. For
example, if an author argues for "presence" but uses a metaphor that implies "absence" or "distance.”

4. Tracing the Aporia: Demonstrate how the text's success is dependent on this very contradiction. Show how
the "insight" would be impossible without the rhetorical "blindness."

5. The Rhetorical Turn: Conclude by showing that the text is not about its stated subject, but about the
impossibility of language to state its subject without falling into trope.

The Concept of Irony

In the latter half of the book, de Man introduces the concept of Ironyas the ultimate rhetorical figure. Unlike simple
situational irony, de Manian irony is a "permanent parabasis"—a continuous interruption of the narrative by the
realization of its own fictionality. Irony is the moment where the blindness is momentarily acknowledged, only to
create a new level of insight that is, in turn, blind to its own status as language.

Field Guide: Implementing Deconstructive Analysis in Research

For researchers and technical writers, de Man’s approach provides a robust framework for analyzing complex
discourse. This section outlines how to apply these concepts in a practical academic or analytical setting.

Step-by-Step Integration

e Step 1: Textual Selection. Choose a text that makes strong claims about its own objectivity or theoretical
consistency. Technical manuals, philosophical treatises, and canonical literature are primary candidates.

e Step 2: Scrutinize the Definitions. Look for "master terms" (e.g., "Truth," "Self," "System"). Deconstruct these
by showing they are not stable concepts but are defined through a chain of metaphors.

e Step 3: Analyze the Bibliographic Ghost. As de Man does with Derrida and Rousseau, look at how the text
interprets its predecessors. Often, the "misreading” of an earlier text reveals the blind spot of the current one.

e Step 4: Mapping the Temporal Structure. Literature and criticism often pretend to exist in a timeless state. Map



out the actual temporal progression of the argument. Often, the "logic" of the argument fails when the time of the
reading is accounted for.
Technical Troubleshooting in Critical Interpretation

When applying the theory of blindness and insight, several operational challenges may arise. Below are common
pitfalls and their technical solutions.



Common Error

Equating Blindness with Failure

Subjective Over-Interpretation

Ignoring Historical Context

Description

Viewing the critic's blindness as a lack
of intelligence.

Assigning meaning based on
personal feeling rather than textual
rhetoric.

Treating the text as if it exists in a
vacuum.

Corrective Action

Recognize blindness as a structural
necessity for insight; it is a productive
force.

Return to the literal level of the trope.
Focus on the grammar of the text.

Analyze the "Crisis" of the period. De
Man emphasizes that criticism is

always in a state of crisis.

Philosophical Implications: The Crisis of Contemporary Criticism

The essay "The Crisis of Contemporary Criticism" serves as a meta-commentary on the state of literary studies. De
Man argues that the "crisis" is not a temporary problem to be solved but is the natural state of criticism. Because
language is inherently figurative, any attempt to create a scientific or stable "science of literature” is doomed to
encounter the blindness/insight paradox.

The Resistance to Theory

De Man’s work suggests a fundamental resistance to theory. This resistance does not come from outside (from
those who dislike theory) but from within language itself. The more we try to theorize language, the more
language's rhetorical nature resists being pinned down by a grammar or a logic. This is the ultimate "blindness": the
belief that we can use language to master language.

The Aesthetic Ideology

Later in his career, de Man would expand these ideas into a critique of the Aesthetic Ideology. This is the

tendency to confuse linguistic structures with natural ones. Blindness and Insightlays the groundwork for this by
showing how critics mistake the "insight" of a metaphor for a truth about the world. For de Man, the task of the critic
is to constantly perform a "desacralization” of the text, stripping away the illusion of organic unity to reveal the
mechanical rhetorical operations underneath.

Summary of the Deconstructive Turn

The legacy of Blindness and Insightis found in its refusal to offer easy answers. It demands a mode of reading that
is endlessly vigilant and skeptical of its own conclusions. By demonstrating that the most insightful moments in
Western thought are built upon a foundation of rhetorical blindness, de Man did not destroy criticism; rather, he
redefined it as a rigorous engagement with the limits of human understanding.

The technical rigor of de Man’s approach ensures that it remains relevant in an era of digital discourse and
algorithmic language. As we move into worlds where language is increasingly generated by non-human actors, the
distinction between the constative statement and the performative rhetoric—the gap between what is said and what
the language actually does—becomes more critical than ever. De Man reminds us that our greatest insights are
always haunted by what we cannot see, and that the history of thought is not a progression toward truth, but a
series of increasingly sophisticated encounters with our own linguistic limitations.

In conclusion, Paul de Man’s work serves as a reminder that the study of literature and rhetoric is not a pursuit of



hidden meanings, but an analysis of the modes of error that make meaning possible. To read Blindness and Insight
is to accept the challenge of a reading process that subverts the reader as much as the text, leading to a profound,
if unsettling, clarity about the nature of the written word. The text remains an essential pillar for any technical writer
or theorist seeking to understand the deep architecture of persuasive and analytical discourse.
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