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How does literature imagine its own powers of representation?
Françoise Meltzer attempts to answer this question by looking at how
the portrait-the painted portrait, framed-appears in various literary
texts. Alien to the verbal system of the text yet mimetic of the gesture
of writing, the textual portrait becomes a telling measure of literature's
views on itself, on the politics of representation, and on the power of
writing. Meltzer's readings of textual portraits-in the Gospel writers
and Huysmans, Virgil and Stendhal, the Old Testament and Apuleius,
Hawthorne and Poe, Kafka and Rousseau, Walter Scott and Mme de
Lafayette-reveal an interplay of control and subversion: writing
attempts to veil the visual and to erase the sensual in favor of
"meaning," while portraiture, with its claims to bringing the natural
object to "life," resists and eludes such control. Meltzer shows how this
tension is indicative of a politics of repression and subversion intrinsic
to the very act of representation. Throughout, she raises and
illuminates fascinating issues: about the relation of flattery to
caricature, the nature of the uncanny, the relation of representation to
memory and history, the narcissistic character of representation, and
the interdependency of representation and power. Writing, thinking,
speaking, dreaming, acting-the extent to which these are all controlled
by representation must, Meltzer concludes, become "consciously
unconscious." In the textual portrait, she locates the moment when this
essential process is both revealed and repressed.
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This is a book about a particular moral theory--motivation ethics--and
why we should accept it. But it is also a book about moral theorizing,
about how we might compare different structures of moral theory. In
principle we might morally evaluate a range of objects: we might, for
example, evaluate what people do--is some action right, wrong,
permitted, forbidden, a duty or beyond what is required? Or we might
evaluate agents: what is it to be morally heroic, or morally depraved, or
highly moral? And, we could evaluate institutions: which ones are just,
or morally better, or legitimate? Most theories focus on one (or two) of
these and offer arguments against rivals. What this book does is to step
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back and ask a different question: of the theories that evaluate one
object, are they compatible with an acceptable account of the
evaluation of the other objects? So, for instance, if a moral theory tells
us which actions are right and wrong, can it then be compatible with a
theory of what it is to be a morally good or bad or heroic or depraved
agent (or deny the need for this)? It seems that this would be an easy
task, but the book sets out how this is very difficult for some of our
most prominent theories, why this is so, and why a theory based on
motivations might be the right answer. --


