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… Freud's belief that the difference between normal and neurotic mental life is a master of degree, and not of kind; … the investigation of parapraxes—which are known now, in everyday parlance, as Freudian slips—shows 'that the borderline between the normal and the abnormal in nervous matters is a fluid one, and that we are all a little neurotic.' The slip, for Freud, is relentless proof of the existence of the unconscious and of its operations everyday, in everyone. It is a way of legitimizing his claims for the unconscious on a universal level.

[ ‘the normal and the abnormal in nervous masters’ > ocr reading error ]

… the examination of a specific form of parapraxis, that of the misquotation of famous pieces of literature by people who should know better … The slip undoes the notion of authorship; it compromises the integrity of a classic text by disrupting its paternity. The author of the slip both participates in and disrupts the authoritative text and, in this case, does so as a consequence of the creation of a new book. The slip disturbs the authoritative text at its most elemental levels, those of the word and the letter. When quotations are mixed up, so are authority and attribution. The slip can show how one text slides into, away from, around, and through others. It can illuminate the structures of writing that explicitly constitutes itself as analytical and critical—of the writing of others, of borrowed words.

[‘The slip disturbs the authoritative text at its most elemental levers’ > ocr reading error ]

Borrowed words are words that belong to someone else. They are the words of an other, a text, through whom the borrower seeks to establish a relationship with a third person, who is somehow perceived to have a right to that authoritative text. 

They are words that need to pass through a form of translation before they can become Freud's own. As such, they are a kind of foreign language. One is more susceptible, as Freud says, to committing slips when using a foreign language than when employing one's native tongue. But sometimes miscommunication in a foreign tongue is preferable to any form of communication in one's original language. Sometimes a foreign tongue is the only one that will do. This is particularly true in questions of desire: the foreign tongue is someone else's tongue in my mouth.

To borrow words is both to assume the authority of the other and to avoid, to a certain extent, responsibility for what one is saying: I may have said it, but I said it in someone else's words. By using the words of an other, a writer may project his or her unacceptable desires onto and through another body of discourse. This other discourse, embodied in a foreign tongue, can itself become a repository for the unwelcome desire operating between two or more people.

[exploring] the relationship of woman, writing, and the foreign tongue … they are seemingly indispensable to the elaboration of a theory of the existence of the unconscious and its emergence into language.

Jacques Derrida ["Freud and the Scene of Writing"] suggests the question of “a psychopathology of everyday life in which the study of writing would not be limited to the interpretation of the lapsus calami, and, moreover, would be more attentive to this latter and to its originality than Freud himself ever was. ‘Slips of the pen, to which I now pass, are so closely akin to slips of the tongue that we have nothing new to expect from them’. This did prevent Freud from raising the fundamental juridical problem of responsibility, before the tribunal of psychoanalysis, as concerns, for example, the murderous lapsus calami.”

A lapsus calami is a slip of the pen. In The Psychopathology of Everyday Life the slipping pen is murderous only in regard to women; Derrida is referring in this quotation to a series of anecdotes that recount how a doctor repeatedly wrote orders for overdoses of drugs for elderly women. Only chance prevented the deadly prescriptions from being administered. In another anecdote Freud mixes up two bottles of medications that he is applying to an old woman's eyes and is horrified by his mistake. 

… I want to take Derrida's suggestion further and to use an analysis of the book on slips to raise the problem of responsibility in reference not only to psychoanalysis but also to the practice and practitioners of critical theory in general. Theory and analysis carried out over the body of woman have effects beyond the boundaries of the text, on real women's bodies. We can be sure that no anecdotes about prescriptions for fatal overdoses that were administered to women appear in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life. But the written slip, as record, provides a means of tracing the structures of theory and their effects on feminized others.

The anecdotes that appear in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life— whether they are about slips of the tongue, bungled actions, forgetting, or the other kinds of parapraxes—have in common with the ones about slips of the pen the fact that they are, in the book, codified as writing. Regardless of the circumstances of its occurrence, the Freudian slip is a written one. Parapraxis as theory and as event is textualized.

This idea has at least two implications for "a psychopathology of everyday life in which the study of writing would not be limited to the interpretation of the lapsus calami." First, it breaks down the apparent distinctions between slips of the pen and slips of the tongue: both of these, as well as the other kinds of slips, are translated into writing in Freud's book. The written narration of the slip thus becomes the "round of its analysis. Second, the definition of slip as written entity suggests, like Derrida, a much broader symptomatology of writing than what The Psychopathology of Everyday Life has to say about slips of the pen. This study concerns itself with Freud's writing on and of all kinds of parapraxes.

[ ‘it breaks clown the apparent distinctions between slips of the pen and slips of the tongue’ > ocr reading error ]

"Freud and the Scene of Writing" first appeared in English in 1978. Aside from Derrida's suggestion at the end of that essay, remarkably little attention has been paid to either the idea of the slip or to The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, despite the fact (or perhaps because of it) that, of all of Freud's works, it is the one that most explicitly discusses the ways that language, and written language in particular, is traduced by the repressed.

Anyone who has had the misfortune of uttering a slip during an argument, and thus losing a position of rhetorical superiority, or of writing a slip that somehow compromised one's authority or credibility knows that a theory of the unconscious is not necessary to appreciate the eruption of meaning that a slip represents: all that is necessary is a reader or listener who takes the slip at its literal value. 

Unconscious is the word that psychoanalysis uses to define one of the currents contributing to the slip's meaning. Nevertheless, the slip has meaning for people who have never heard of the unconscious or who do not accept the theory of its existence. An awareness of the meaningfulness of slips antedates any Freudian theory of them by several centuries.

Acknowledging the political importance of a slip produces a different succeeding discourse than does pretending it never happened. Similarly, … the interpretation of the slip does not have to be seen as "truer" than or competitive with the discourse that it interrupts. A slip does not only mean something else; instead, it means with the discourse it appears in. 

… if Freud's theory of the meaning of slips is conceived of as an unwelcome challenge to notions of linguistic, psychic, or political mastery, then the emotional response is more understandable. At any rate, it is interesting to note how criticisms of Freud's method echo Fliess's comment that "the reader of thoughts merely reads his own thoughts into other people's." Such critical reactions seem based in a need to determine which man will own mastery over interpretation.

In readings that are more open to psychoanalysis [authors] look at the slip in terms of the question "Who is speaking?" in it and do so precisely to raise the issue of mastery.

The distinction between a joke and a parapraxis is that the joke is produced intentionally and intends an effect upon its hearer or reader. A joke, like a dream interpretation, is a form of conscious rhetorical mastery of problematic wishes or feelings. Jokes and dreams highlight the originality and cleverness of their authors. A successful joke seller gains mastery over others, by producing laughter in them. The joke as text is a tool of rhetorical domination.

In analytical terms the dream as text plays a passive role analogous to the joke's active one. It may function as a text from which previously unconscious meanings may be extracted, but that meaning awaits the dreamer's willing attention. Dreams rarely force their meaning upon the dreamer. 

While dreaming itself cannot be called intentional, the psychoanalytic accession to the unconscious meaning of dreams is. Thus, in both the case of jokes and of dreams the joke seller or dreamer becomes a willing participant in the production of meaning and, in both cases, does so in order to gain mastery—over an audience or (by way of interpretation) over a dream text.

A Freudian slip's power to disrupt language and social relations comes from the fact that it is more than a thought; it is always the result of an embodied action. Unlike a dream, which can be kept to oneself, a slip insists on itself, inevitably in the presence, actual or impending, of another person. It cannot be hidden. At the moment of slipping one's fluency in the manipulation of signs and language is called into question. 

Either there is too much or not enough meaning— the only thing that is certain is that one is not producing the effects that one had consciously intended to produce. Perhaps this is one reason for the lack of attention paid to The Psychopathology of Everyday Life by literary critics and theorists. It makes too obvious the fragility of authorship, authority, and intentionality and does so in a more troubling way than even psychoanalytic or deconstructive methods that criticize the texts of others. 

When a slip occurs there is no need to follow occult traces of repressed content or of marginal internal contradictions: its meaning is blatant. The slip signifies that its author is not an authority, because even that author's own discourse is out of control. This is true not only for writers who seek to achieve and believe in the possibility of mastery over language but also for writers who accept that mastery over language is tenuous at best, and perhaps not even desirable. 

Thus, the menace of the slip is not only that it reveals the artificiality of the hegemony of traditional structures of criticism and politics but that it undoes radical criticism as well. 

Because it rattles authority, it is best to avoid the discussion of slips entirely, especially since, as Freud points out: “Now slips of the tongue are highly contagious, like the forgetting of names. I cannot suggest any reason for this psychical contagiousness.”

To write about slips is to risk slipping, and even to mention them is to risk being infected by them. The slip is dangerous territory for the person whose identity, however theoretically well informed, is bound up in and dependent upon making convincing interpretations. 

For better or for worse, this is the structure of academic writing now, as it was in the early years of the century, when Freud piled up anecdotes relating to slips in academic writing and practice in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life. The unintentional letter, word, or phrase, however unavoidable, is undesirable, and everything possible is done to eliminate it, to stay aware and alert—not in order to increase one's knowledge of oneself but, rather, in order to avoid revealing one's ignorance. 

[‘is clone to eliminate it’ > ocr reading error]

I would like to suggest a reason for the contagiousness of slips. In an environment like an academic one, in which the emphasis is so heavily laid on having the right answer, in mastering the discourses, a great deal of tension is generated precisely in response to the need not to slip up. 

When someone finally does slip, the moment of release of control following that slip can make room for other slips to escape from the people who witnessed the first one. A slip may function as an unconscious invitation to self‑revelation by dismantling, in one movement, the myth of unitary authority. It insists on the possibility of multiple discourses and of layered truths.

When Freud wanted to teach psychoanalysis he did not begin with jokes or dreams or a theory of personality: he started with slips. The first four of the Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis set out the whole of Freud's project in terms of parapraxes. I would like to transpose Freud's idea here to suggest that not only is the slip useful as an introductory concept in the teaching of psychoanalysis but that the slip itself is a way of teaching, a kind of pedagogy. 

As concept and as symptom, and then as object of analysis, the slip suggests a pedagogy that is not based on mastery, repression, or univocal authority. The slip teaches us to know that we do not know, as well as to know that we do know things that we can only know we know if we surprise ourselves by emitting them in the presence of others.

At one point, in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Freud mentions "another instructive error that put me to shame, an example of what might be called temporary ignorance". This quotation summarizes the pedagogical utility of the slip. First, in terms of parapraxis, an error can only occur when one knows better—that is, one cannot stray from a path that one has not at some point been on. A parapraxis, then, uses error to bring previously unacknowledged information to light. 

Its instructiveness is related to its ability to put its author to shame—not in that it necessarily humiliates but, rather, in that it reveals the author's ignorance and hidden knowledge to someone else. Parapractic learning takes place in community. As a pedagogical tool, parapraxis works only if it is shared; this sharing could be conceived of as participating in shame, but only if it is shameful to expose, admit, and analyze the clumsy seams in one's authoritative discourse. If it is used as an occasion for shaming, then the slip's meaning can be revealed as a way of maintaining power over its author. But, if it is taken, instead, to be a manifestation of previously ignored knowledge, and a function of psychic and intellectual spontaneity, then it can be contagiously instructive.

