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Critical Theory and the Boy in the Sycamore Tree:

An Informal Lecture in Search of a Story in Search of an Informal Lecture
By Donald A. Gerz

(This lecture was given as a guest in Dr. Nina Morgan’s Critical Theory class 

at Kennesaw State University on February 26, 2007.)

“American Sycamore”
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Part 1 of 3: Critical Theory: What Is It and Why Study It?

Critical theory: What is it and why study it?  First, a definition from The Johns Hopkins Online Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism:
Over the course of the past three or four decades, literary theory and criticism have come to play a central role in the academic study of the humanities and social sciences.  The diverse, often apparently competing or incompatible approaches, perspectives, and modes of inquiry that continue to flourish today under the generic label "theory" have brought most scholars to a welcome awareness of the importance of attending at least to methodological concerns in critical practice.  Moreover, criticism as it is currently understood…no longer confines itself to the study of literature: its discourses now extend well beyond literature to intersect with anthropology, philosophy, psychology, linguistics, political science, and much else besides, even as the objects of critical analysis by "literary" scholars encompass all forms of cultural production, literary and nonliterary.  (Groden)

Second, why study critical theory?  That’s a more difficult question to answer—difficult not because there are few good answers but because there are so many.  Where to start?  In preparation for this presentation, among other research sources in various textbooks and on the Internet, I discovered no less than seventy critical theory terms in the glossory of a short (176 pages) book (Introducing Critical Theory by Stuart Sim and Borin Van Loon).  The book even featured clever and funny ilustrations to help me understand the dauntingly abstract meanings of each term.  (I needed every cartoon!)  Just about every important movement, figure, and term was covered in this little book, including (but by no means limited to) what you have covered so far in this course, at least according to Dr. Morgan’s syllabus:

· Structuralism-Poststructuralism
· Hegel (Dialectical Idealism, Negative Dialectics)
· Marxism
· Marx and Classical Marxism (Dialectical Materialism, Grand Narrative [Lyotard’s Term], Class Consciousness, Alienation, Base/Superstructure, Commodity-Fetishism, Ideology)
· Gramsci (Hegemony)
· Althusser (Interpellation, Ideological State Apparatus, Repressive State Apparatus)
· Benjamin (Presence of the Original as Prerequisite for Authenticity, Aura, Technical Reproduction)
· Formalism
· Eichenbaum (OPOYAZ [Society for the Study of Poetic Language])
· Shklovsky (OPOYAZ, Ostranenie [Defamiliarization])
· Tomashevsky (OPOYAZ, Phonic Texture)
· Propp (Folklorestic Morphology, Unitary Mytheme)
· Jakobson (Moscow Linguistic Circle, Codes, Metonymy/Metaphor, Literariness)
· Saussure (Linguistic Model, Sign/Signified/Signifier, Semiology, Semiotics, Connotation)
· Culler (Structuralist Poetics)
· Kristeva (Intertextuality)
· Kant (Deontology, a priori/a posteriori, Transcendental Logic, The Categorical Imperative, Transcendental Argument, Analytic/Synthetic, Phenomena and Noumena)
· Husserl (Phenomenology)
· Foucault (Discourse, Archeology of Power Relations in Discourses)
· Psychoanalysis
· Freud (The Unconscious, Condensation, Displacement, Overdetermination)
· Lacan (the Mirror Stage)
· Post-Modernism and Deconstruction
· Nietzsche (The Will to Power, “Death of God,” Perspectivism, Master and Slave Moralities)
· Heidegger (Dasein [“Being There”], Ontology, Being)
· Derrida (Aporia, Différance, Erasure, Slippage, Logocentrism, Metaphysics of Presence, Supplement, Trace, Transcendental Signifier, Binary Opposition)
My little theory primer (a good deal at $12.95 in 2004) was just warming up by the time I turned to Derrida and his ideas.  I stopped there because, according to your syllabus, the cusp of deconstruction and Jacques Derrida is where we find ourselves tonight in the study of critical and cultural theory.

Earlier, I said there were many good reasons to study critical theory, and tonight I will give you only one of many because that one reason is more than enough.  Quite simply, the reason we should study critical theory is found in its terms.  The terms give us a precise vocabulary, a very specific language for us to think about, discuss, and discover what is going on within what Heidegger calls our “Dasein,” our own “being there” (Kemerling)…or here, or over there, or somewhere, or nowhere…wherever we want to be or not to be (that is the question).

In other words, I have found that critical theory, because of its eclectic mix of terms from virtually every academically reputable discipline in the humanities and the social sciences, is an indispensable vehicle to travel the twin paths of what Kant calls pure reason and practical reason.  I see travel on these paths, sometimes on one and sometimes on the other, to be the general vocation of humans—ALL HUMANS.  I see such travel as one not only of intellectual necessity, but also as one of psychological, spiritual, and even physical import (because of the Mind/Body relationship).  To illustrate why I believe critical theory is a necessity for human happiness, permit me to tell you a complex story about a simple little boy.  (Every now and then I will throw in a few critical theory terms to make the story worth your while.)

Part 2 of 3: Critical Theory: One of Many Applications in “the Real World”
“The Boy in the Sycamore Tree”
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(The photo of the sycamore above was taken in France in July 2006.

Who knows?  Perhaps Jacques Derrida climbed it.)
In the mid-Fifties, over a half-century ago, a skinny little blond-haired boy from Grand Prairie, Texas wanted, in his own way, to know what you, in your own way, want to know.  As with you, he wanted to know what life is all about.  (Dr. Morgan says that everything is critical theory, but the boy could not know that then.)

The boy automatically awoke each morning at 6:10.  To borrow a term from Freud, it was “uncanny” how it was always 6:10 when he awoke.  He would slip out his bedroom window (he never used the door), hop on his red Schwinn, make tours around the neighborhood to reclaim his territory, and eventually return home for breakfast just before his mother had to call him.  During five or six orbits around his neighborhood (the only world he could know at the time…an Eisenhower world), the boy would plan his busy day.  After all, there was nothing to do in Grand Prairie, so he had plenty of time to do what he wanted to do, which was to observe and think about everything he wanted to observe and think about.  If he could have just put EVERYTHING into words at the end of the day, perhaps he would not have had to get up each morning at 6:10 to do his “work.”  However, because he was only ten years old and had nothing else to do, he did not think it a problem.  (He might have been eight.  Well, it doesn’t matter.)
Grand Prairie was just that…a large prairie between Dallas and Ft. Worth, an expanse of hot, barren land in northeast Texas with few trees (except for some sycamores), cracker-box houses painted gleaming white with bold blue, green, red, brown, and black shutters, and many scorpions, at least one armadillo (he chased it down a storm sewer), 17-year locusts (“Magicicada”) that droned and droned through each August day, and five-inch prehistoric-looking lizards with horns ("Desert Horned Lizard").

                       “Horned Lizard Forum”                                       “Magicicada”
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                         (A Typical Horny Toad)                 (In Grand Prairie, this was called a locust.)

They were referred to as “horny toads.”  (Please, no laughter.)  Horny toads supposedly had the ability to blind unsuspecting children by squirting blood from their reptilian eyes into the eyes of their victims…especially into the eyes of curious little boys who liked to catch them and stroke their bellies to lull them to sleep.  Most children in Grand Prairie did not really believe that horny toads could blind them, but they were careful not to look into their eyes too long.  (Why tempt a superstition, especially one with horns and bloody eyes?)

Anyway, even though there was not a lot to do in Grand Prairie, the boy still had much to think about...much work to do.  For instance, he realized he saw everything, yet that did not explain anything…not really.  He realized he saw only the outside of everything, and he would later discover that he only understood the surfaces of the words, phrases, and sentences people used to transmit what he came to know (when he studied critical theory fifty years later) as mere strings of signs, signifieds, and signifiers (Saussure) for actual things: substances, contents, meanings, call them what you will.  Five decades later, he would read about Jacques Derrida’s pejorative use of the term, “Transcendental Signifier” (Siegel), and his heart sang.  (He was of German ancestry and had an almost genetic attraction to systems, wholeness, and unity.  Even though Derrida did not believe in the Transcendental Signifier, it still had a nice ring to his Kantian and Hegelian ears.)
When he was in his favorite sycamore tree, the boy liked to think about how he did not know what to think.  He had not known it at the time, but years later he realized he had made a tremendous discovery while up a tree as it were.  He realized that he knew NOTHING!  When he went to college, he read about a man named Socrates who was forever saying that he knew nothing…and Socrates was considered a very wise man!
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The Boy in 1955 at 8-Years of Age
At any rate, climbing this sycamore tree—the giant sycamore on Turner Parkway at the end of the street where he lived on 909 S.E. 11th Street—was the most important part of the boy’s day.  It was as sacred as Mass.  But he would never say that to his teachers because they were nuns and would probably think that he was an atheist or something—perhaps even a Southern Baptist because so many of them lived in Grand Prairie.  (The Baptists thought he worshiped statues and Mary, and they called him a “fish-eater” because, as a Catholic, he was not allowed to eat meat on Fridays.  Ironically, he hated fish and thought the Baptists should call him “A Non-Eater of Hot Dogs on Friday Boy,” but he realized that was too much of a mouthful.)
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(Sycamore bark never stops peeling…layer, after layer, after layer.

These trees continuously reveal their previously hidden selves,

yet they always appear unchanged.)
So, the boy never really figured anything out in the sycamore tree, but at least his arboreal retreats gave him perspective, a way of seeing better what he did not understand.  Years later, at the age of fourteen, the boy went to a Jesuit high school in Dallas and read Shakespeare and other great writers, some of whom were even agnostics, atheists, and other free-thinkers.  (The Jesuits were utterly confident in the humanity of Christ, and they firmly believed that any facet of human truth would eventually lead to the ultimate truth of Christ’s divinity.  This is why the order’s proper name is “The Society of Jesus,” not “The Society of Christ in the Sky with Diamonds.”)
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(The insignia above is the official seal [“sign”] of the Society of Jesus [“the Jesuits”].

"IHS" is actually the Greek letters iota, eta, and sigma—“IES”

in Latin—an abbreviation for the name of Jesus Christ.)
Well, the boy admired the audacity of the Jesuits, and he certainly relished being encouraged to read anything…“as long as it was great.”  The Jesuits freely admitted that many non-Christians were great writers and thinkers, and many were even agnostics and atheists.  (Wow!)  One day at school (in classroom 1212-H), the boy was pondering A Midsummer Night's Dream, and he awoke from his own adolescent slumbers when he heard lines such as:

“So quick bright things come to confusion.”  (I, i, 152)

“I'll put a girdle round about the earth / In forty minutes.”  (II, i, 179-180)

“Lord, what fools these mortals be!”  (III, ii, 119)

“The lunatic, the lover, and the poet / Are of imagination all compact.”  (V, i, 9-10)


Soon, the boy was 18-years old, and everyone said he would go to college because that’s what everyone his age did.  For years, the boy had asked his father (who was a chemist, plant manager, and something of a student of history) about college.  His father said college was a wonderful thing…even though it was difficult.  He frequently added, “Of course you will be staying up all night for bull sessions.”  In essence, a bull session was an informal gathering of male students in their dorm discussing, well, as Monty Python would say, “The Meaning of Life.”  His father did not mention that frequently the discussion would be enhanced by the consumption of vast quantities of beer.  (Ah, sweet consolation for the religious persecution of those Southern Baptists!)  At any rate, the boy discussed many of the topics that his studies had unearthed.  He discovered that his friends, like him, were also up a tree so to speak.  No one seemed to know how to get into the essence of anything.  It was very frustrating.

The boy (now 20-years old) decided to major in English and philosophy because he had a hunch that meaning had something to do with words.  He noticed you could put words together and a sort of reality would happen, even though it might be imaginary or intellectual.  At least these logo-realities, these ideas, had some existence to them, certainly as much existence as wax, string, and atomic bombs.  From time to time, the boy saw glimpses of truth, but a grand unified theory of reality/truth/essence, etc. that would hold up at all times in all cases continued to elude him—the good old “Transcendental Signifier,” that Ivory-billed Woodpecker of epistemology still flew undetected somewhere west (not east) of Eden (Steinbeck).

He did not feel too badly because reality seemed to be eluding almost everyone at the time, especially Lyndon Baines Johnson and Robert Strange McNamara.  (It is far from surprising that the middle name of the architect of the catastrophic Vietnam War was actually “Strange,” which is truly weird in the Anglo-Saxon sense.)  Even people he admired at the time, such as Norman Mailer, seemed to be out on a limb.  (The Beatles, however, had reality nailed…or they seemed to at the time.  However, with the assistance of marihuana and LSD, he felt they had used a type of hallucinogenic religion to attain wisdom instead of raw thought.  Despite making good music, he believed the Beatles had cheated in the realm of philosophy.)


The boy (now a young man of 24-years) graduated from college with a mere bachelor’s degree in English and philosophy and went out into the world equipped with his rubber sword.  He taught high school English, theology, and even a philosophy course at a Catholic college prep school for girls.  The nuns were kind to him (tolerant is more accurate), and the students seemed to be listening to what he said…but he was restless.

At twenty-five, the (former) boy decided to write “The Great American Novel,” and he joined the noble proletariat as a warehouse laborer to get his hands dirty and his mind clean.  (Sadly, he ended up writing only a few poems.)  Instead, he radically reorganized the entire warehouse inventory in a way only Hegel could love.  (And he did it as a fervid act of art/love, sometimes off the clock because the company allegedly had “a limited budget.”)  However, he found out Marx was right about the estrangement produced within workers by capital’s detachment of the production of heart, mind, and hands from the laborer’s very being (his/her human essence).  He was fired in spite of his creative and extremely rational warehouse reorganization system, never mind that orders had never been assembled faster and more easily than ever before and with fewer mistakes.  His system did not square with the corporate computer, which absurdly refused to admit that stock was in the warehouse, even when workers could put their hands on it!  He felt used.  Later, he would find out the word for it was alienation: “the process whereby the worker is made to feel foreign to the products of his/her own labor” (Felluga “Terms Used by Marxism”).
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“Karl Marx,” 1818-1883

At twenty-six, the boy (who was no longer a boy) went back to teaching.  This time his students were spoiled and affluent Catholic college prep boys who routinely entered ivy-league schools and other top-rated institutions of higher learning.  He learned very little from the experience, mostly because he wasted too much of his time pointing out errors in how he honestly believed the then current Jesuit priests, scholastics, and brothers misread, misapplied, and maladapted St. Ignatius Loyola’s 16th Century precepts in the late 20th Century.  (Ignatius founded the Jesuit order in 1540 [“Society of Jesus"] ).
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“Ignatius of Loyola,” 1491-1556, and His Renowned Spiritual Exercises
The (former) boy proposed modern yet orthodox applications of the Ignatian vision, but he was interpolated (Felluga “Modules on Althusser”) as nothing more than an annoyingly naïve gadfly.  (The boy who was no longer a boy even had the audacity to quote from the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius as well as from the voluminous documents of Vatican II.)  However, in the Seventies he was simply practicing the critical analysis the Jesuits had taught him less than a decade before in the Sixties.  Since he had been encouraged to analyze and change the world (“in the world, but not of the world” [ John 17:11, 14 ] ) as a student, he thought it his duty to do so as a faculty member…especially in a Jesuit school.

However, the times had changed not only the medium of the Ignatian vision, but the message as well (at least implicitly though not explicitly).  Now, Ignatius’ bold vision to transform the world through Christ-like service to all creation had devolved into a charade designed to equip the self-entitled sons of the moneyed to take the places of their self-important and financially powerful fathers in order to buy BMWs instead of sacrificing themselves in service to those with no power.  At least that’s how the (former) boy saw it.

He was patronized with many “counseling” meetings (i.e., ideological indoctrination sessions), an example of the school flexing Althusser’s Ideological State Apparatus (Felluga “Modules on Althusser”).  When that did not work, the assistant principal (an ex-jock layman who went on to become a failed used car salesman) was deployed to demonstrate that the school had a Repressive State Apparatus as well (Felluga “Modules on Althusser”).  

So, instead of continuing his search for the grand unified theory of reality/truth/essence, etc., he wasted three years playing Trotsky to his principal’s Lenin and his assistant principal’s Stalin.  Once again, Marx, Gramsci, Althusser, et. al. were correct when it comes to the hegemony of institutions like the Church, corporations, and other powerful organizations.  After three years of guerrilla skirmishes with the power brokers of the school, he was (once again) fired.  (You might say he was axed—bad Trotsky joke.)  Anyway, he was fired on March 15th (the Ides of March), which, because of the ancient Roman symbolism, gave him quiet satisfaction that, even though theirs was “the unkindest cut of all” (III, ii, 187), he naturally felt that it was the Jesuits who had screwed up.

However, maybe they hadn’t screwed up.  Maybe he had, or maybe no one had.  After all, the (former) boy still believed everything had a reason (and a season), and he was still Germanic enough to believe in his ultimate destiny.  (He always believed in his ultimate destiny, but he never knew what it was.)  Years later he came across Derrida’s idea of supplementation:

According to Derrida, Western thinking is characterized by the “logic of supplementation,” which is actually two apparently contradictory ideas.  From one perspective, a supplement serves to enhance the presence of something that is already complete and self-sufficient.  Thus, writing is the supplement of speech, Eve was the supplement of Adam, and masturbation is the supplement of “natural sex.”  But simultaneously, according to Derrida, the Western idea of the supplement has within it the idea that a thing that has a supplement cannot be truly complete in itself.  If it were complete without the supplement, it should not need, or long-for, the supplement.  The fact that a thing can be added-to to make it even more present or whole means that there is a hole (which Derrida called an originary lack) and the supplement can fill that hole.  The metaphorical opening of this hole Derrida called “invagination.”  From this perspective, the supplement does not enhance something's presence, but rather underscores its absence.  (Siegal)

“Jacques Derrida,”1930-2004
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(Perhaps the Greatest Critical Theorist of the 20th Century)

Therefore, perhaps the Jesuits fired him because they found it impossible to re-educate him, to make a hole in him, to add to his being, or to supplement him further.  Perhaps they found it impossible to find his emptiness, to “invaginate” him.  Indeed, his principal once asked him, “But what about love?  Don’t you like the students, and don’t you want them to like and even love you?”  The (former) boy in the sycamore tree replied to him, “Not really.  I have a girlfriend for that.”  (That little exchange probably sealed his doom.)
Still, he was without a job.  Now 30-years old, the (former) boy in the sycamore tree moved from Dallas to Atlanta, married a very good person (Carol), became a father to two wonderful children (Andrea and Paul), and took a job as a marketer/seller of laboratory equipment for hospitals and research institutes.  He did his Willy Loman gig for fifteen years until he tired of the constant travel and the shallow, materialistic life (Oates).  He resumed writing poetry.  In fact, he spent eleven years toiling over a forty-page manuscript entitled, Raids on the Inarticulate, the title of which was an allusion to something T.S. Eliot wrote.  When people asked him why it took him so long to write a mere forty pages, he said, “Well, basically, I’m inarticulate.  The raids are easy, but the articulations are tricky as hell.”

At the age of 45, he began work as an attendant in locked psychiatric hospitals.  He did this for eight years.  Ironically, it was here that he found logic, order, and pattern.  All of these emerged from where they were conspicuously absent.  Even among the psychotic, even in the midst of apparent madness and palpable tragedy, there was still sanity, still humanity, still love and humor…if you read between the lines (Derrida’s “slippages?”) of the patients’ charts  (Siegel).  (Given what had happened to those young psychiatric patients, they would have to have been crazy not to have gone bonkers occasionally.)  It was an existential “Catch-22” (Heller), and it proved that meaning (at least a trace of it) existed in an apparently meaningless world.  All the (former) boy in the sycamore tree had to do was to learn how to read the texts of his experiences and those of the experiences of others (and texts could be anything: books, poems, plays, the news, the arts, fashion, TV, radio, advertisements, body language…the list is endless) to provide his students with an instrument with which to adjust, overhaul, transform, and inspire their world…or at least small pieces of it.  (After all, the mission of education is to transform the world through enlightenment, right?!)  At any rate, he was appointed as an instructor's assistant and was teaching in the hospital as well as putting patients in safety-coats when they became harmful to themselves and others.  Later, he would learn what Foucault had to say about that (Edwards).

So, the boy (now a 53-year old man) went back to teaching in a college prep school instead of in locked psychiatric units, and this time at a high school with students afflicted with learning disorders such as the many forms of dyslexia, non-verbal learning disorder, various math and language-based learning disorders, ADD (Attention Deficit Disorder), AD/HD (Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder), AD (Asperger's Disorder), and many other challenges with plenty of abbreviations like TS (Tourette Syndrome), OCD (Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder), and his favorite, ODD (Oppositional Defiant Disorder).  (He wondered what it was like to be reduced to an abbreviation.)  It was very difficult teaching English to students with language-based learning disabilities.  In fact, it was almost impossible, but the (former) boy in the sycamore tree found ways to connect with the students (at least at some level of understanding) by using unorthodox methods like standing on his head if necessary.

When he was able to connect, it was because of what he had learned in a course he took in the spring of 2004 under Dr. Nina Morgan of Kennesaw State University.  The name of the course was “English 4220: Critical Theory.”  In his own clumsy way, he had noticed many of the features of existence he had experienced from age eight or ten (it doesn’t really mater) until he had taken critical theory at age 57, at which time he finally climbed out of the sycamore.  (He had been out on a limb for so long.)  At 60, the (former) boy from Grand Prairie, Texas retired from teaching on January 12, 2007.  On February 26, he entered this classroom, gave this lecture, and told this story to you, Dr. Morgan’s current critical theory students.

- The End (for Now) of the Story of the Boy in the Sycamore Tree -

Part 3 of 3: Critical Theory Inferences Found in the Texts of a “Real Life”

At the onset of this informal lecture in search of a story in search of an informal lecture, I promised to give you at least one good reason to study critical theory.  Then, I told you that perhaps the best reason to do so is found in its terms.  Finally, I gave you a brief outline of a real person’s life, showing how critical theory has informed and perhaps, in a sense, even created it.  In doing so, I informally used and applied some of the terms and figures of critical theory to show you how that boy came to his own terms with this complex world in which he found himself.  (By the way, we are all that boy.)
Initially, life for the boy in the sycamore tree seemed relatively straightforward (but, of course, it wasn’t).  Moreover, life today is much more complex than it was in 1955.  All humans desperately require a precise language to make sense of their complex and perplexing existences.  We urgently need an accurate and surgically precise lexicon of terms to discuss rationally with one another the myriad dynamics of our shared human predicaments and especially to speak and write about how language functions (and when it doesn’t).  Finally, in order to achieve autonomy and happiness, humankind must know how power works on, in, and through its being.  Critical theory provides all of these tools to focus our humanity when the light of fragile being flickers upon our shared landscape of history and potential.

I cannot stress enough that critical theory is an especially useful instrument to discover who has power, how it is maintained, how those who have it actually procured it, how and why it is used, what it is euphemistically called, and who gains and who loses from its escalation (excuse me, “surge”).  Critical theory must address power because issues of force have more to do with who we are and who we are becoming than we like to admit.  (Sadly, we do not mind being manipulated as long as we do not realize it and as long as we get to keep driving our SUVs.  It is as if we are afraid to lift our heads because of what we might find in the dark nights of our souls and in our leaders’ bloody hands.  It seems safer to sleep in our own little worlds.)  However, we must critically evaluate the language of power and governance, and we must delve far beneath (and between) the veneers of words, ideas, and political, social, economic, and religious euphemisms if we are to be truly human, comprehensively literate, and perhaps even wise.  We have no choice unless we want to spend our lives asleep…and perpetual sleep is death.

In his novel, Why Are We in Vietnam? (1967), one of Norman Mailer’s crude characters (D.J., “Disc Jockey to America”) perceptively remarks, “You never know what vision has been humping you through the night” (Meis).
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“Norman Mailer,” b. 1923

Along with the boy in the sycamore tree, we must observe, reflect, ride around the block of this world, and be present to ourselves.  We must grab Heidegger’s Dasein, our “Being There,” by its horns and hang on for our dear lives.  It is our vocation, our sacred right, and our duty as citizens of Earth (or what is left of it).  Otherwise, the visions of politically strategized fear and manufactured anxiety that keep us in our shrinking sociological universes and “safely” asleep in our provincial dreams will continue to hump us through the night.

Critical theory provokes us and keeps us alert on the perilous road of human growth.  It yields abundant perspective and enables us to act wisely and well so that we may truly be present to our selves and be good neighbors to our fellow 6.6-billion humans on this globe (“World Population”).  After all, as a very wise man has so eloquently proclaimed, “No man is an island, entire of itself...any man's death diminishes me because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee” (Donne).

We’re in this together…all 6.6 billion of us (and the boy in the sycamore tree).
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