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Introduction
Christa Knellwolf and Christopher Norris

This volume of The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism is the last in a
series of nine offering a scholarly survey of criticism and theory from classical
antiquity to the present. Such a broad historical overview shows that the par-
tiality of critical judgement has been recognised for almost as long as litera-
ture has existed; so much so, indeed, that the conscious attempt to make
allowance for it marks the emergence of literary criticism as a discipline that
seeks to achieve a certain judicious objectivity of viewpoint while perforce
acknowledging its own dependence on rhetoric and strategies of persuasion.
In the late twentieth century, moreover, critics have become so keenly aware of
the cultural and ideological factors informing every act of interpretation that
any claim to offer a fairly unbiased (let alone neutral or objective) survey of
the field now seems more problematic than ever. Still it is essential to a project
like this that such qualms should not be allowed to paralyse judgement or
leave every sentence hedged around with qualifying doubts. As a matter of
broad editorial policy, we have decided that the problem can best be con-
fronted through a detailed discussion of historical context and emergent pat-
terns of influence, along with a willingness to address such issues explicitly
where need arises.

The guiding principle of Volume 9 is a sustained engagement with history,
both in the sense that it raises issues of a markedly critical-historiographic
import, and also in so far as it offers case studies of various historically situ-
ated movements and schools of thought. The last three volumes in the series
are all concerned with twentieth-century developments, a weighting that
might seem somewhat excessive, given the sheer chronological range of the
series as a whole. However these volumes are strongly contrasted in terms of
their distinctive emphases and governing interests. In particular the need has
become clear for a survey of those various developments in the wake of French
structuralism that are seen by many as posing a large – perhaps an insuperable
– challenge to any project (such as ours) that entails the possibility of describ-
ing or narrating episodes of thought in some kind of historically intelligible
sequence. This challenge has come from several quarters, among them post-
structuralism, Foucauldian discourse-theory, deconstruction, postmodern-
ism and new historicism. In each case, its most decisive effect has been to
undercut the grounds for any confident appeal to matters of truth or histori-

1
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cal fact. What these approaches chiefly share, despite differences of method
and orientation, is their commitment to one or another form of the linguistic,
discursive or textual ‘turn’ that has also been a prominent feature of other
academic disciplines, not least philosophy and historiography. Where they
chiefly differ is in the extent to which they still find room for some residual
notion of historical truth behind the otherwise infinite play of textual signifi-
cations, or how far they would endorse Fredric Jameson’s claim that history is
an ‘untranscendable horizon’ which will always in the end place limits on the
scope for such forms of textualist licence.1

Roughly speaking, these tendencies can be ranged on a scale from full-
fledged postmodernist scepticism, via the more sophisticated forms of ‘left’
poststructuralist theory, to the often strenuous attempts (by Jameson and
others) to reconcile the claims of Marxist dialectical materialism with those
of a moderate textualist approach that stresses the problems confronting any
realist ontology or epistemology. Foucauldian approaches are distinguished in
the main by their focus on the historically shifting forms of discursive repre-
sentation and the way that these embody the covert operations of an ubiqui-
tous Nietzschean will-to-truth whose driving force is the power vested in
various disciplinary regimes.2 Deconstruction is more difficult to place on this
scale since – especially in the work of Jacques Derrida – it is concerned with a
close philosophical analysis of the relationship between overt and covert
logics at work in various kinds of text and not (or not primarily) with issues
of literary representation.3 Nevertheless deconstruction has often been seen,
by proponents and detractors alike, as belonging very much to that wider
postmodernist movement of thought which treats ‘reality’ as a purely textual
or discursive construct. To this extent – as witness Richard Rorty’s essay in the
Cambridge History, volume eight – deconstruction can readily be enlisted on
the side of a ‘North Atlantic postmodern bourgeois liberal pragmatist’
culture which would take literary criticism as its model for a new ‘post-
philosophical’ style of thought. Such a culture would be one that placed high
value on the writing of poets, novelists or strong revisionist interpreters and
which had no time for the sorts of technical or specialised topic that have
dominated philosophic discourse from Descartes and Kant to Frege, Russell
and the modern analytic tradition.4 Still the question remains – one taken up

2 Introduction

11 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Literature as a Socially Symbolic Act (London:
Methuen, 1981).

12 See for instance Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, trans. and ed. D. F.
Bouchard and S. Weber (Oxford: Blackwell, 1977).

13 See especially Jacques Derrida, ‘Speech and Phenomena’ and Other Essays on Husserl’s
Theory of Signs, trans. D. B. Allison (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1973); Of
Grammatology, trans. G. C. Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976);
Margins of Philosophy, trans. A. Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982).

14 See also Richard Rorty, Irony, Contingency, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989).
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by various contributors – as to whether there might nonetheless be certain
standards of truth or veridical warrant that would exercise a check on our
freedom to extend such ‘literary’ modes of reading to the texts of philosophy,
history, or the social and natural sciences.

Elsewhere (as for instance in the writing of postmodern historiographers
like Hayden White) there is a strong claim for literary theory – in this case nar-
rative poetics – as a means to revitalise the discourse of history and bring it
up-to-date with the more advanced forms of present-day fictive representa-
tion.5 What is so striking about these developments is the way that contempo-
rary literary theory has moved from its erstwhile somewhat marginal position
vis-à-vis those other disciplines to the status of a cutting-edge discipline per-
ceived as having large implications for the conduct of enquiry in numerous
other fields of thought. Thus, to take just a few salient examples from this
volume, its effects have been felt – whether eagerly embraced or strenuously
resisted – in such diverse fields as anthropology, ethnography, psychoanalysis,
political theory, ethics, gender-studies, theology, postcolonial historiography,
philosophy of science, modernisation-theory and the history of ideas. At one
end of the spectrum, the claim very often is that literary theory now provides
the best source of a radically transformative approach that would rescue those
disciplines from their naive attachment to old-fashioned ‘positivist’ notions of
truth and method. Or again, that literary theory is best equipped to take stock
of that present-day cultural shift (the so-called ‘postmodern condition’)
whose dominant sign is what Baudrillard calls the ‘precession of the simu-
lacrum’, that is to say, the eclipse of reality and truth by various forms of
hyperinduced media simulation.6 This latter is just the most extreme sceptical
variant of an outlook that permeates much present-day discussion and whose
effects are a central topic of debate in this volume.

At the same time voices have been raised against the trend toward a whole-
sale textualisation of reality, a trend that is often viewed – not without justice
– as cutting away the very grounds for any practice of historically informed,
philosophically rigorous, ethically responsible or politically committed
enquiry. Hence the urgent call for a ‘new’ historicism, an umbrella term that
is often taken to embrace different localised variants, such as the (mainly)
British movement that has come to be known as cultural materialism. Broadly
speaking, this is a critical approach which leaves some room for judgements of
historical truth while acknowledging the discursive and narrative dimension
of its own interpretive strategies. However, new historicism has itself been
much criticised – not least by cultural materialists – for leaning too far toward

Introduction 3

15 Hayden V. White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1978) and The Content of the Form (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1988).

16 See for instance Jean Baudrillard, Selected Writings, ed. Mark Poster (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1989); also The Revenge of the Crystal: A Baudrillard Reader (London: Pluto Press, 1990).
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a textualist position that would treat historical ‘reality’ as a purely discursive
construct.7 We have therefore made it a matter of editorial policy to recruit the
widest possible range of viewpoints while asking our contributors to describe
the field rather than adopt an overly partisan position. These differences of
opinion will quickly strike any reader who follows the various threads of
debate concerning (for instance) the issue between Marxism and poststructu-
ralism, or that between the French and German traditions of critical theory, or
the kindred yet (to some extent) rival methodologies of new historicism and
cultural materialism, or again – most contentious of all – the quarrel over
claims for a ‘postmodern’ science that would mark a decisive break with all
the canons of hitherto accepted scientific method.8 At any rate we have had
the good fortune to assemble a team of exceptionally well-qualified writers
who have managed to present a great diversity of views while maintaining an
open and even-handed approach to their topics.

The present volume could well have been organised along somewhat differ-
ent lines by picking out different patterns and affinities in the complex play of
reciprocal influence between various schools of thought. In what follows we
shall signpost the major topics and running themes of debate. The first
section offers a range of views on the forms, genres and modalities of histor-
ical representation. A comparative treatment of historicisms past and present
gives a strong sense of the way that historical approaches have lately been
transformed through the advent of new theoretical resources and the ques-
tioning of older (though not for that reason presumptively discredited) modes
of thought. The detailed discussion of the philosophical problems entailed by
historical criticism is followed by a chapter which demonstrates their far-
reaching implications for work in the history of ideas. Two chapters on cultu-
ral materialism and the new historicism draw out some salient points of
contrast between these critical movements and seek to explain how the act of
questioning conventional historiography produced new methods for studying
the literature and culture of the past. An analysis of the complicity of literary
criticism with fascist politics engages closely with the ideological premises of
historical representation.

Marxism emerged as the earliest and most explicit critique of the politics of
representation. Seeking to transform the conditions of social injustice which
result from the exploitation of the working classes, Marxism produced a crit-
ical analysis of historical concepts and categories which was also – insepara-
bly – an analysis of contemporary culture. The section on Marxism begins
with a general survey of the history of Marxist critical practice. Marxist
responses to deconstructionist criticism are discussed in a chapter on the

4 Introduction

17 See the various essays collected in Harold A. Veeser (ed.), The New Historicism (New York and
London: Routledge, 1989).

18 See especially Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge,
trans. G. Bennington and Brian Massumi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984).
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complex but productive alliance between Marxism and poststructuralism.
The Frankfurt School, as a focal point of Marxist philosophy and social
theory, is here subdivided chronologically into two phases: one chapter con-
centrates on the circle around Adorno and the second offers a contrastive
survey of recent French and German developments.

Cultural studies shares with Marxism a commitment to analysing the rela-
tionship between culture, ideology and forms of political power. Its distinctive
approach to literary criticism lies partly in its refusal to restrict itself to the
choice of ‘high’ cultural artforms, instead aligning itself with popular culture,
advertising and non-canonical literary texts. This section begins with a discus-
sion of Mikhail Bakhtin, a Soviet critic and cultural theorist mainly active in the
1920s and 1930s whose work was rediscovered by western critics some four
decades later and has since been subject to rival appropriations by Marxist, cul-
tural-materialist and theologically inclined interpreters. A subsequent chapter
examines the emergence of cultural studies as a thoroughgoing re-evaluation of
the practice of literary criticism in the context of its deep affiliation with
national culture. This treatment stresses the uneasy process of democratisation
and its quest for some means of demystifying the authority attached to the
written word. It also shows how dramatic changes in the institutional context
over the past century have themselves affected the received self-image of
‘English’ as a field of study or an academic discipline in its own right.

The section on psychological and psychoanalytic approaches offers an
overview from the first emergence of psychoanalysis in the early twentieth
century to recent developments and applications. Concepts derived from
psychoanalysis have informed a whole range of recent theories which seek to
understand the premises of existing gender, race and class definitions, and
which have thus become prominent in the study of ethnicity and gender.
Gender studies and postcolonial criticism have each mounted a challenge to
the discourse of traditional literary scholarship for its collusion with practices
that act to marginalise or silence oppressed voices. The history of feminist
criticism, like that of postcolonial and of gay or lesbian criticism, is a history
of resistance in which direct action in support of equal rights and recognition
of specific concerns is balanced against theoretically informed analysis of the
complex workings of power. The first chapter here on twentieth-century fem-
inist approaches examines the attempt to theorise representation and subjec-
tivity through political readings and writings, alongside the feminist
engagement with recent developments in the literary field. Drawing on decon-
structionist methodology, the second interrogates the category of ‘woman’
and the idea of ‘difference’ in order to emphasise the grounds of solidarity
among women. The third offers an overview of gay and lesbian criticism,
indicating some of the problems encountered in maintaining gender defini-
tions, and concluding with a survey of recent developments in queer and
transgender theory.

Introduction 5

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



It is impossible to overstate the role played by literature and representation
in the construction of ethnocentric value systems and myths of western cultu-
ral superiority. African American literary history contests this deeply
entrenched set of beliefs by describing how significant was the contribution by
black people to North American culture and how their achievements were
erased from the record by a white historiography. It offers a survey of black
writers, both before and after emancipation, whose work has achieved belated
acknowledgement through the process of challenging received canonical
values. Along with this it provides an account of black struggles for recogni-
tion and a review of theoretical approaches to the construction of race as a
concept which holds oppression in place. The chapter on postcolonial theory
discusses the historical development of those countries which were formerly
part of colonial empires, examining what new-found opportunities exist for
oppressed people to find their own voices in a situation where the outlook of
the colonial masters has been internalised through education, military service
and a careers system imposed by the coloniser. A study of the methods and
historical development of anthropology reveals the extent to which this disci-
pline has often served to project the cultural norms of the observer onto the
community or social system under observation. Such awareness has promoted
a more self-critical mode of comparative analysis, introducing the concept of
trans-national cultural studies in place of the old, supposedly neutral
approach.

This leads on to a section concerned with the concept of periodicity as it
has figured in various movements of thought during the twentieth century.
Understanding how a particular orientation toward the future shapes the atti-
tudes and choices of the present historical period requires a review of the
various much-discussed modes of transition from modernism to postmodern-
ism. But it also demands a theoretical engagement with concepts of moder-
nisation and with notions of progress and historical development.
Postmodernism is mostly thought to entail a sceptical questioning of
Enlightenment values such as truth, knowledge and objectivity, along with a
cultural-relativist stress on the sheer multiplicity of language-games (or ‘first-
order natural pragmatic narratives’) by which different communities make
sense of their lives. This chapter engages a wide range of views – explicit or
implicit – with regard to some of the more sweeping claims put forward by
exponents of the so-called ‘postmodern condition’. More specifically, it
assesses their implications for our thinking about literary theory, aesthetics
and the ethics of criticism.

One feature that distinguishes this volume from other projects of a similar
kind is its wide-ranging treatment of philosophical developments in relation
to literary studies. Phenomenology and existentialism have often been noted
as exerting a powerful influence on twentieth-century critical practice even
though they currently enjoy nothing like the degree of interest or the fashion-
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able following that has accrued to other movements of thought such as decon-
struction or poststructuralism. Then there is the whole vexed issue of ‘conti-
nental’ versus ‘analytic’ philosophy, the latter referring – by academic
convention at least – to the kind of work carried on by mainly Anglo-
American philosophers in the wake of Frege’s and Russell’s revolution in the
fields of logic and philosophy of language. While a prominent approach in its
own right, analytic philosophy has held less attraction for literary theorists
than is manifest in the various successive ‘turns’ toward continental sources
and analogues. This situation has not been helped by the attitude of down-
right hostility evinced by many analytic philosophers, in particular as con-
cerns deconstruction and what they take to be its outlook of breezy disregard
for elementary standards of rigour, consistency and truth. Most damaging
here was the notorious exchange between Derrida and John Searle on the
topic of Austinian speech-act philosophy, an exchange that did much to rein-
force the old pattern of routine mistrust or contemptuous dismissal
bequeathed by the logical positivists.9 Nevertheless, as the chapter on this
topic makes clear, the analytic tradition has produced some valuable work in
aesthetics and the philosophy of literary criticism which can be read with
profit by those who lean more towards recent continental thought.

The chapters on Italian idealism and on Spanish and Spanish-American aes-
thetics and criticism will probably cover some less familiar ground for many
readers of this volume. The first offers a case-study of the early twentieth-
century philosopher-critics Giovanni Gentile and Benedetto Croce, for whom
the possibility of an authentic literary criticism is grounded in a theory of
knowledge that seeks to maintain and preserve the universality of meaning. The
second examines the complex inter-relationship between theory, ideology and
artistic creation that marked the development of literary criticism in Spain and
Latin America throughout the twentieth century. They are followed by a chapter
on neo-pragmatism, a movement with various (mainly North American philo-
sophical) sources, and one that has become closely identified with the curious
fashion of arguing ‘against theory’ in what remains all the same a highly theo-
retical mode of address. This section concludes with a comparative survey of
various approaches to the ethics of literary criticism, bringing out the centrality
of fictive or narrative examples in recent moral philosophy.

The final section deals with the powerful influence exerted by theories of
textuality on disciplines which have traditionally affirmed the existence of
objective truth-values and which have tended to shun the fictionality or the
kinds of ‘poetic licence’ associated with literature. Since it has nowadays
become increasingly difficult – so these theorists argue – to salvage objective
or straightforwardly veridical modes of description, the critique of language
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has extended its purview to every academic discipline, including history, soci-
ology and even the natural sciences. With the presumed loss of a neutral mode
of representation, boundaries between different disciplines have become
increasingly fluid and subject to renegotiation. The demand for discipline-
specific expertise has been counterbalanced by an urgent call for cross-disci-
plinary or interdisciplinary ventures. This has been motivated chiefly by the
need to enable more productive communication between various specialised
fields of knowledge. But there has also been a questioning of what is now seen
as the ‘constructed’ or historically relative character of all such boundary-
markers, whether between the various arts-and-humanities subjects or – in
more adventurous claims of this sort – between the human and social sciences
on the one hand and the natural sciences on the other. This development has
no doubt received further impetus from the ‘linguistic turn’ across various dis-
ciplines, one effect of which – for better or worse – has been the widespread
adoption of textualist or ‘strong’ hermeneutic approaches that count reality a
world well lost for the sake of these new-found interpretative freedoms.
Literary theory has thereby come to exert a powerful influence on thinkers in
other disciplines, to the point where a comprehensive survey of the field would
require treatment on a scale far beyond anything possible here. Two represen-
tative (though strongly contrasted) examples may be found in the chapters
that discuss literary theory in relation to recent developments in theology and
philosophy of science. On the other hand the point needs stressing that there
is a great deal of work in other growth areas of interdisciplinary thought that
the reader may wish to explore in keeping with his or her particular interests.
At this point, therefore, we will pick out just a few such prominent lines of
enquiry which, for reasons of space, could not be treated separately.

Thus, for instance, there is a whole flourishing movement of broadly
deconstructionist legal theory which challenges the norms, procedures and
values of traditional (mainstream-liberal) jurisprudence. This it does – in
brief – by claiming to deconstruct the various cardinal distinctions which are
taken to uphold that discourse, among them those between statute-law and
case-law, or so-called ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ cases, or judgements arrived at by
‘straightforward’ application of a well-defined legal precedent and judge-
ments arrived at through the exercise of interpretative tact, good sense or dis-
cretion. To mount such a challenge – so it is claimed – is to undermine the
kinds of unquestioned authority or the ‘commonsense’ grounds of appeal
that maintain an appearance of judicial neutrality while concealing the extent
to which law operates as means of enforcing hegemonic values and socio-
political interests.10 Thus it is argued that contract law can be upheld – or rep-
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resented as a matter of reciprocal trust between equal and fully consenting
parties – only through the power of legal discourse to suppress or dissimulate
the inequalities that always exist in any such situation. At this point Foucault
is often invoked (along with poststructuralist theory) as a source for the idea
of power/knowledge as the ubiquitous condition of all discourse, even (or
especially) when masked behind a rhetoric of noble disinterest. Moreover,
deconstruction is called upon as witness to the chronic instability of refer-
ence, or the fact that every term in legal discourse – from the most (appar-
ently) concrete referring expression to the most (apparently) clear and
unambiguous statute-law provision – can always be interpreted in various
ways since its purport cannot be established beyond doubt by appealing either
to framer’s intention or to context as a regulative principle.11 This shows, once
again, how arguments that were first developed and applied in the field of lit-
erary theory have since taken hold – through a kind of colonising movement
– in areas that might seem utterly remote from that original context. Thus it
offers a singularly apt example of just the point that Derrida makes when he
denies the possibility of defining ‘context’ in such a way as to fix or delimit in
advance what shall count as a valid precedent or ground of appeal from one
context to another.12

Hence, no doubt, the attractiveness of deconstruction to those in the
Critical Legal Studies movement who cast themselves very much in an adver-
sary role with regard to the normative values and assumptions of the domi-
nant legal culture. Hence also its appeal to literary theorists with an interest
in extending their own interpretative techniques to issues such as that of U.S.
constitutional law where so much depends on the meaning assigned to certain
(often highly abstract or vaguely formulated) principles. This goes some way
toward explaining why deconstruction has provoked such controversy in the
U.S. context, representing as it does the promise (or the threat) of a discourse
that claims to breach disciplinary borders and which harbours ambitions far
beyond the safe enclave of academic literary study. On the other hand there is
room for doubt as to whether this kind of all-purpose radicalism really repre-
sents such a powerful challenge to the socio-juridical status quo. For it might
just as well be argued that here, as in the case of postmodern historiography,
there is little to be hoped or feared from a theory that seems to offer no pur-
chase for counter-argument on reasoned or principled grounds. Certainly this
is the point often made with considerable flair and relish by Stanley Fish, nim-
blest performer of the new-pragmatist or ‘against theory’ movement who
delights in exposing such radical pretensions as so many sadly deluded exam-
ples of ‘negative theory hope’.13 At any rate it seemed to the editors that since
we had to draw limits to the range of interdisciplinary approaches covered in
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this volume we should draw it at the point where literary theory becomes
more a pretext than a source of inspiration for work in other fields. Besides, it
would have given a skewed perspective to focus solely on these kinds of high-
profile theoretical debate while ignoring the range of other developments
under the ‘law and literature’ rubric, among them various thematic studies –
treatments of law in literature – which may well prove to have a more endur-
ing value.

A number of other recent growth-areas in the interdisciplinary zone
deserve to be mentioned here. Many are located in the different branches of
the visual and performing arts, suggesting that its received structure of
generic and evaluative distinctions is currently subject to some far-reaching
revisionist claims. In the visual-arts field, Svetlana Alpers was among the first
to insist on the need to embed art-historical analysis in a broader conception
of culture.14 Her seminal work, The Art of Describing, argued that our visual
responses to works of art cannot be divorced from the modes of seeing privi-
leged by particular historical epochs or period-specific conventions. A com-
prehensive understanding of art requires that we seek out those contemporary
modes of perception which produce the cultural specificity of genres and
styles. Roland Barthes, among others, subjected the interpretation of images
(and indeed all cultural phenomena) to a structural-semiotic analysis and
claimed that its modes of signification could be treated as analogous with
those of verbal art.15 His pioneering essays can now be seen as having opened
the way to an extensive re-thinking of the complex relationship between
visual and textual or iconic and discursive modes of representation.

The new musicology is another discipline that has lately been making
determined forays into various branches of literary theory, among them
deconstruction and poststructuralism.16 Of course there is nothing new about
the general idea that music criticism might profit from contact with the more
advanced forms of literary-speculative thought. This idea goes back to that
early nineteenth-century period of intellectual ferment when post-Kantian
idealists and Young Romantics such as Schlegel, Novalis and E. T. A.
Hoffmann took music as a privileged topic for treatment in their hybrid style
of philosophico-literary discourse and also as a challenge to its utmost
powers of conceptual representation. More recently, there is the example of
Charles Rosen’s book The Classical Style (1971) which moves with impressive
agility and grace between passages of close musical analysis and a mode of
reflective commentary that draws on a wide range of extra-musical sources.17

Thus Rosen discusses the music of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven with
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reference not only to cultural developments in their own time but also to
various fruitful ideas from modern literary criticism, among them William
Empson’s quirkily brilliant treatments of ambiguity and pastoral. What is so
distinctive about The Classical Style is Rosen’s ability to integrate theoretical
concerns – such as the hermeneutic issue concerning our access to earlier
period conventions or expressive styles – with a marvellously quick and
appreciative sense of how this music communicates subtleties of meaning
despite and across such distances of cultural context. Thus he – like Empson
– rejects the idea that analysis must somehow get in the way of a duly sensitive
response, or that theoretical interests must prevent the interpreter from dis-
covering what is actually there in the music or there to be discerned in the
words on the page.

More recent approaches under the banner of the ‘new musicology’ have
tended very often to make heavy weather of those same problems and thus to
place a large obstacle between appreciative and other (analytic or theoreti-
cally oriented) modes of address. This has come about mainly through their
keenness to adopt ideas from the more advanced branches of literary-cultural
theory – deconstruction, poststructuralism, postmodernism – and then apply
them to music (or to the discourse of mainstream musicology) in a somewhat
over-generalised and procrustean fashion. Thus these writers take a lead from
Paul de Man in denouncing the notion of organic form which they view as a
species of ‘aesthetic ideology’, one that falls in with the conservative mystique
of musical works as self-sufficient wholes transcending all mere contingencies
of time and place.18 Moreover, they argue, this conception carries across into
the idea of musical history as a likewise ‘organic’ process of development
wherein certain privileged national traditions – such as the hegemonic line of
descent from Bach, via Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, to Schubert, Brahms
and/or Wagner, Mahler and Schoenberg – are seen as evolving through a kind
of predestined teleological necessity, itself duly mirrored in the works’ inter-
nal (‘naturally’ evolving) structural form. For the new musicologists one main
use of deconstructionist literary theory is to challenge this widespread aes-
thetic ideology and, along with it, the practice of musical analysis that takes
for granted such sacrosanct values as organic unity, thematic integration or
long-range tonal development. Sometimes this amounts to a full-scale attack
on the very idea of ‘structural listening’, that is, the idea that genuine (as dis-
tinct from casual or inattentive) musical experience necessarily involves just
the kind of sustained analytical activity on the listener’s part that is made
explicit in the writing of mainstream music theorists.19 Elsewhere it takes the
form of a selective emphasis on music that puts up maximum resistance to
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any such ‘organicist’ approach, especially mixed-genre pieces and sequences
– like Brahms’ late piano Intermezzi – which give an impression of somehow
‘belonging together’ while eluding any formal mode of analysis that would
treat them as thematically related in the strong (‘organicist’) sense.20

For Adorno, conversely, ‘structural listening’ was a sine qua non of
informed and cultivated musical response. Indeed it was Adorno’s gloomy
conviction – in his writings on the ‘culture industry’ – that such listening was
everywhere relentlessly under attack, on the one hand from a mass-market
drive to dictate and homogenise musical tastes, and on the other from those
mass-induced habits of regressive or fetishised perception that fastened on
favourite tunes, passages or fragments plucked out of context.21 Thus the new
musicologists’ quarrel with Adorno tends to work out – and be repeated in
other contexts – as a clash of views between, on the one hand, critics who
uphold the ‘modernist’ values of formal complexity and art as a challenge to
our routine, acculturated modes of response, and on the other hand critics of
a broadly postmodernist persuasion who consider such views hopelessly out-
dated as well as offensively elitist. These debates are taken up in various con-
texts by several contributors to this volume so we shall not pursue them any
further here.

Predictably, another main source of inspiration for the new musicologists is
the literary new historicism, a movement which likewise maintains the inade-
quacy of formal and structural modes of analysis, but which also rejects any
old-style ‘positivist’ notion that we might gain access to historical truth
through the methods and procedures of traditional scholarship. Rather, we
should look at the sheer range of cultural contexts in which certain artefacts
– whether literary or musical – have been written, composed, read, per-
formed, produced, interpreted, revised, transformed, pressed into service and
(in short) undergone all the shifting fortunes of their diverse reception-
history. Again, this bespeaks a determined opposition to the idea of ‘the
work’ as possessing some kind of organic unity or integral form, such as
would protect it from the buffeting winds of cultural and socio-historical
change. Also it marks a clear shift of emphasis from the more traditional
Marxist (and indeeed cultural-materialist) stress on the original ‘context of
production’ to a focus on the various contexts of reception that effectively
debar any such appeal to some privileged point of origin. The new musicolo-
gists have adopted this approach with considerable relish, deploying it both
against scholarly arguments for the priority of ‘authentic’ (period-specific)
instruments, orchestral forces, performing styles, etc., and also against the
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fetishistic notion – in their view – of a work whose formal integrity assures the
possibility of an ‘authentic’ (transhistorically valid) tradition of performance
and interpretation.22 In which case, clearly, there is no longer any place for
those confident value-judgements that raised certain works to the status of
accredited ‘classics’ and which did so, moreover, in the placid assurance that
the criteria for greatness were (or should be) universally endorsed by those
best qualified to judge. For it must now be apparent – so these theorists claim
– that the musical canon (like the musical work) is a shifting and provisional
construct which is always open to challenge on various theoretical, cultural or
ideological grounds.23 Thus new-musicological discussions of ‘the canon’ and
its role in policing the boundaries of good (academically respectable) taste
have mostly followed the agenda set by literary critics and theorists over the
past decade and more.

Let us offer – in conclusion – a few brief remarks about coverage, sequence
and editorial rationale. We have made every effort both to keep overlaps to a
minimum and to ensure the greatest possible clarity of style and exposition.
In some cases an apparent area of overlap in fact serves to highlight significant
differences of emphasis or socio-cultural context. The sequence of sections
and of chapters within each section has been chosen with a view to preserving
some measure of thematic continuity while also pointing up relevant con-
trasts of method and approach. Some critics figure prominently in several
chapters and are shown to have contributed in different ways to different
(sometimes antagonistic) tendencies or schools of thought. This situation has
often come about through the complex vicissitudes of reception-history
within the field of literary studies and also – on occasion – through a detour
via the social or natural sciences. Of course the most daunting expectation of
the last volume in a series of nine is that it should somehow provide a compre-
hensive or at any rate truly representative coverage of the field. Unfortunately
some important issues could be touched upon only in a cursory fashion or by
way of cross-reference to other developments that have received more exten-
sive treatment. However, we have made every effort to offer an internally bal-
anced work of reference which picks up the dialogue at various points where
previous volumes have left off. Finally, therefore, this returns us to the ques-
tion of historiography and reminds us that a genuinely critical history must
involve both reflection on its own theoretical premises and a constant aware-
ness of the past as a challenge to present-day values and beliefs.
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1

Historicism and historical criticism
Paul Hamilton

Old and new historicisms

Recent critiques of historical methodology have inaugurated a radically
revised understanding of art, culture and society. Literary criticism has been
at the forefront of these developments, an especially articulate advocate of
their utility and their timeliness. The innovations of this new historicism,
though, are bound to recapitulate old historicisms to some extent. In the heat
of critical reaction to what went before, pioneers are inclined at first to neglect
still earlier precursors of their own interpretative practice. Opponents of new
historicism are, of course, quick to attack its claims to newness. In so doing,
though, their criticism itself becomes historicist, one which historicises the
historicisers. Historicism ought therefore to welcome their corrections.
Indeed, the stage that historicist criticism has now reached is one which is
keen to become more learned in past attempts to depart from a purely linear
account of history, a chronology, in order to detect the art of historiography
at work. An analysis of its rhetoric has thus become increasingly important.
The tropes history uses, the choices it makes between the different kinds of
available narrative, the realism which concerns of the present can bestow on
supposedly correlative movements of the past are considered part of history’s
content. Critical fashion, in other words, may be historically informative, and
the most critical aspect of historicism concerns the question of whether past
and present concerns are so inextricable that they are in fact troping each
other. Hayden White, in his immensely influential book Metahistory, found
his major precedents for this historical self-consciousness in nineteenth-
century German historical method.1 The following chapter acknowledges
earlier anticipations of current historicism while seeking to do justice to the
idioms which it typically draws on now.

Historicism is a dialectical movement of thought. Its effort is threefold.
First of all it encourages a properly historical understanding of the past: the
past should be grasped on its own terms. Historical proprieties should be
observed, anachronisms should be avoided. Secondly, though, it grasps the
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nettle of hindsight. We cannot really pretend to understand the past on its
own terms because we know so much more of what happened afterwards.
Recovery of the exact boundaries of past knowledge would require an artifi-
cial forgetfulness of our difference from it. Historicism therefore next
addresses the question of the degree to which hindsight should be allowed to
revise our understanding of the past. The past, after all, must to some extent
be characterised by how it sees its future, how it envisages the consequences of
its actions. Our knowledge of what actually came to happen appears to give
our assessments of the past an advantage over its own. But it would be a com-
placent, Whiggish form of historicism which assumes that hindsight is always
superior and does not lay itself open to question for exactly the same reason
that it presumes to correct an earlier period’s judgement of its own signifi-
cance.2 By contrast, Collingwood’s assertion that the past is nothing but ‘the
reconstruction of an ideal object in the interests of knowing the present’ is
double-edged.3 Another, third act of qualification is set in motion, one which
this time investigates the degree to which knowledge of the past should be
allowed to reorientate or change present understanding rather than just
confirm it. This third effort is necessarily open-ended, since it hypothesises
the correction of present self-knowledge in a future still to come.

Some or all of these three moments of historicism have been central concerns
of the western intellectual tradition. Their influence can be tracked from Plato’s
theory of knowledge as anamnesis or recollection to heroic and typically
modern reversals of Plato such as Kierkegaard’s idea of repetition, Nietzsche’s
doctrine of the eternal recurrence of the same and Walter Benjamin’s attacks on
the historical continuum cultural self-understanding takes for granted.
Historicism has recently presented itself as an innovatory approach in Anglo-
American criticism. Its plausibility in so doing has largely depended on its sup-
posed contrast with an excessive formalism associated, rightly or wrongly, with
the challenging poststructuralist techniques dominating current literary theory.
But historicism’s centrality to any western intellectual movement, poststructu-
ralism included, should not be forgotten. And the new deconstructive tech-
niques employed by poststructuralist criticism are the stock in trade of any new
historicism worthy of the name.The following discussion will stress continuities
and discontinuities between the explanations given by past and present critics
and philosophers for the involvements of literature and history. Historicism ties
criticism indissolubly to questions of philosophy and historiography. And his-
toricist criticism is very partially understood when discussed in isolation from
these problems which frame its interpretative decisions.

Historicism has become a very sophisticated business, and it is as well to
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begin with an honest statement of the complexities involved. Fredric
Jameson, arguably, the most influential critical theorist writing in America
today,4 is a Marxist of sorts, and thus his criticism might be expected to
assume an historicist monopoly. But the recent development of critical theory
has found almost all critical methodologies, not just Marxist ones, proclaim-
ing that their credentials are historicist. For however formalist other, compet-
ing choices of critical exposition may appear nowadays, however neglectful of
local circumstantial detail, their practitioners are usually quick to advocate a
comparable historicity for their procedures. In fact, the contemporary critical
approaches most often accused of a transcendentalism neglectful of history –
deconstruction and poststructuralism – frequently defend themselves by pro-
fessing an historicism more fundamental and anterior to that understood by
customary usage. By virtue of their location of historicism’s workings in
apparently ahistorical linguistic structures, these readings declare themselves
to be wiser in and more knowing about the cunning of reason, as Hegel called
it, than approaches which deal more ostensibly in the currency of historical
context. History effaces itself with consummate, more self-defining artistry
behind just those discursive mechanisms which appear to transcend it. For the
deconstructive criticism of Paul de Man, say, questioning the means by which
linguistic meaning is naturalised by historical reference is, paradoxically, his-
toricism’s proper task. The basis for a genuinely critical engagement with the
subject is an awareness that the truly interested historical context of any utter-
ance, the real McCoy, is actually lodged in those unreflective structures of
presentation which apparently unsay or disavow historicism. De Man could
have taken his cue from the start of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (Geist).
There Hegel famously argues that the most apparently basic knowledge, the
moment of apostrophe or demonstration when we point to a ‘this’, a ‘here’ or
a ‘now’, is not the indisputable sense-certainty it seems to be. The immediacy
of the gesture empties it of meaning: literally and unarguably present and
nothing more, it cannot be conceptualised. Only the generalisation gained by
locating it historically, differentiating the kind of thing it is from other histor-
ical events, can allow us to identify it and make it a subject of discourse, some-
thing we can talk and argue about. But then it is no longer a privileged,
incorrigible presence, but one historical moment among others.5

So it is, perhaps, that deconstruction for Derrida engineers an ultimate con-
vergence with Marx and other historicists whose spectres have in fact been
haunting its intellectual trajectory all along. There is no immediacy with
which we can seize on any moment, present or past. This logocentricism
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structuring our grasp of any event, however, is thought by anti-Hegelian post-
structuralists to compromise understanding rather than innocently constitute
it. They agree that we cannot think without concepts, certainly. To that extent
Kant and Hegel are right. We should, though, acknowledge one of two things.
Either we concede that differences between individuals may be elided when we
conceptualise or subsume them under the same generalisation. The nominal-
ist will then argue that such abstractions from individual diversity are merely
verbal existences, the Platonist that they are essential because they name the
thing itself freed of accidental circumstances. Or else, on another, more
radical view, we should concede that it is our generalisations which alter with
each historical application so as to fit different individuals.

Poststructuralists take the latter option. They argue that since we cannot
shrug off concepts and apprehend immediately, we must show the distortion
which, under the stress of the individual event, the supposedly immutable
concept or universal necessary to ratiocination must suffer each time it is
applied. They advocate what Theodor Adorno (taking Max Weber a stage
further) called the ‘disenchantment of the concept’.6 This anti-generalising
and polemically individualising philosophy now becomes clearly anti-
Platonic as well as anti-Hegelian. But the motor driving its critique is always
historicist. To acknowledge this is to grasp that we are always writing a
Foucauldian history, a ‘history of the present’: a history, that is, of precisely
these inventions of immediate access to reality by which we try to avoid the
historical character into which we in fact perpetually translate reality. Our
idea of what it is to be ‘present’ is peculiar to our own time. It differs, for
example, from that of a sensibility belonging to an age prior to the age of
anger and telegrams, never mind prior to that of television, e-mail and all the
trappings of the communication revolution. Put philosophically, on this view
Descartes’ ‘I am, I exist’ may present him in the Meditations as listening only
to himself, without any intermediary; but in fact his statement of self-coinci-
dence is saturated with historical content, betrayed by the narrative strategies
he uses to persuade us of his isolation.7 Poststructuralists also argue against
Heidegger, for instance, that even those pre-reflective experiences fundamen-
tal to human orientation in the world already inhabit a linguistic structure in
which is inscribed our place in a specific historical epoch.8 A criticism which
historicises the present attacks with equal vigour both empiricism and ideal-
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ism. Historicism opposes criticism which empirically identifies historical
knowledge with history; but historicism is equally antagonistic towards a crit-
icism which idealistically sees formalism as transcending historical conscious-
ness rather than being a product of it.

Hermeneutical circles

What all this comes down to is that historicist criticism does not represent
straightforwardly the literary expressions about which it wants to speak.
Historicism does not offer unequivocal interpretations of the text in front of
it in accordance with concepts of literary criticism, generalisations necessary
to the coherence of its discursive practice. It is incorrigibly reflexive. For the
historicist, criticism is to be understood by way of its consciousness of its own
relativism in each and every judgement it makes. Unlike a full-blown histori-
cist criticism, historical criticism achieves its ends by contextualising its inter-
pretation of literary expression by reference to events or other discourses
contemporary with that expression. Historicist criticism, though, interposes
another plane of interpretation which takes as its subject those present preju-
dices or assumptions by which such historical critics decide that something is
indeed historically relevant. To the sceptic, this sensitivity to the dangers of
hindsight is problematic. Fastidiousness can disguise narcissism or else initi-
ate an endless process of self-criticism. A hermeneutical circle is drawn from
which the ostensible object of enquiry – a literary text other than the text dis-
cussing it – is forever excluded. But this dilemma is not peculiar to our own
day. The Romantics were the masters of hermeneutics, although as a critical
practice hermeneutics goes back to the Reformation idea that the interpreta-
tion of the scriptures is a source of revelation. Prior to that its etymology
returns us to Hermes, most ambiguous of interpreters, who, incidentally, is
also the messenger of the gods and the god of thieves; this explains why her-
meneutical criticism can appear to steal its object’s history for itself by claim-
ing to offer a more sympathetic interpretation.

On the other hand, through this self-consciousness radical hermeneutics
can seek historical correctives which help it to break out of the hermeneutical
circle of self-regard in which it may appear to have imprisoned itself. For a
post-Heideggerian philosopher such as Gadamer, historicist interpretation is
a further disclosure of the existence of its object. To this way of thinking, her-
meneutics does not necessarily obscure its object or traduce it but instead
exhibits its historical effectiveness. Characteristic of any text, we might say, is
its difference from what we want to make of it now. But this does not mean, as
it did for the classical hermeneutics of Schleiermacher, that we understand the
text better than its author or original readers. Our different, perhaps more
‘enlightened’ interpretations only go to show another aspect of a multifaceted
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common being shared by past and present, not a past mastered in present
understanding. The modern critic establishes a critical tradition in which an
earlier text can play along with contemporary critical protocols, simultane-
ously extending its and their existence. The ‘fusion of horizons’ effected by
this tradition does not establish the superiority of one horizon over the other,
but instead shows how contemporary criticism can endorse meanings outside
its own protocols. Such a move allows for the possibility that these protocols
are, in fact, open to development.

Understanding is what Gadamer calls a ‘coming to understanding’: a col-
laborative dialogue between past and present belonging exclusively to neither.
Instead of seeing, for example, the revenge conventions of Hamlet as social
norms that are now thankfully superseded, we might, looking backwards and
shedding our progressive prejudices, feel chastened at the equally authentic
form in which the same vengeful motivations are expressed in different
circumstances by current notions of justice. For Michel Foucault also (to
enlist an unlikely ally for Gadamer) literature of the past can allow the critic
to detach power from the hegemonic forms in which the exercise of power is
legitimate or acceptable in her own society, and learn to see power shockingly
in the raw. This she does by becoming historically aware of the same ener-
gies and motivations at work under less congenial although equally valid
descriptions.

In this scenario, we may still prefer our own morality; we may even still
believe it more enlightened than the morality governing the tragedies of
Shakespeare, Webster, Middleton and Tourneur. We are not, however, entitled
to pretend that ours is anything other than a means of regulating power, a dif-
ferent way of doing the same thing. To some, though, the discontinuities by
which this continuity between past and present interpretation is established
smuggle in a disreputable metaphysics by the back door. Foucault, using
Deleuze, warns explicitly against ‘thinking that [this adaptation of Nietzsche’s
eternal] return is in the form of a content which is difference’.9 Otherwise,
postmodern hermeneutics relies on an unexamined concept of ‘difference’
which remains unexamined just because all historical and epistemological
breaks between one era and another only serve to show difference in action. In
this theory, they cannot fail to do so. What is the same is that the same is dif-
ferent each time. This is the metaphysical ‘content’ Foucault suspects. A
higher order of connection is postulated each time a lower-order disconnec-
tion is overlooked. Edward Said’s famous and supposedly Foucauldian
reading of Mansfield Park shows, for example, that Jane Austen’s inability to
realise like us that her novel is about the slave-trade breaks through such crit-
icism to speak loudly our different use of culture to euphemise all manner of
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injustices now.10 We identify a similarity of concern through our critical dif-
ferences from it. But will this stand up to comparison with the logic of other
discursive practices? We might, for instance, try to argue that just as in
biology individual disagreements can be dissolved in a common genetic self-
ishness, so interpretative differences are over-ruled by a higher hermeneutical
purpose.

But while it is prima facie plausible to assert, as Richard Dawkins has done,
the existence of a macrocosmic genetic world measured through its transmis-
sion of genetic formations from one mortal species to another, the same is not
obviously true of hermeneutics.11 The individual, even the species, may be
sacrificed to the furthered existence of genetic material. But what would be
the higher principle to which specific critical interpretations would be sacri-
ficed? Foucault calls it ‘power’, Deleuze and others call it ‘difference’; but both
of them are extremely wary of letting these categories reinstate a kind of neg-
ative metaphysics, a superior order of being or the substrate of individual dif-
ferences. Were an individual to act like one of Dawkins’ selfish genes, she
would, with luck, be locked up quickly. We may be genetically programmed,
but that would not stand up in court as an excuse for the abuse of others’
rights. This shows the limitations of Dawkins’ kind of explanation of human
behaviour. But, unlike genetics, power and difference afford no access except
from inside. We cannot have a perspective on them. They can never be ruled
out of court; or, better, there is no further court of appeal in which they are
not already sitting.12 As a result, within poststructuralist hermeneutics con-
tingency is repetition, failure becomes success, superiority to supposed prim-
itivism or barbarism actually euphemises them. Yet, despite anti-metaphysical
disclaimers, the faith required to believe in this can still sound theological. It
echoes the conclusion of Bossuet’s great Discourse on Universal History: ‘that
is why all rulers feel that they are subject to a higher power. They achieve
either more or less than they plan, and their intentions have always led to
unforeseen consequences . . . In a word, there is no human power which does
not unintentionally serve other ends than its own.’13 To describe in this way
the common ground which makes historical interpretation of a text from rad-
ically different points of view possible is to hand over the responsibility for
such unintended coherence to something like a providential agency, even if a
Manichaean one. Full-blown historicism must steer a course between this
Scylla and the Charybdis of total discontinuity.
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All-devouring Scyllas would include the Romantic ‘Absolute’, working its
purpose out in nature and science, the ‘life’ of nineteenth-century
Lebensphilosophie (a philosophy of life), Marx’s dialectical materialism,
Nietzsche’s ‘will to power’, the Freudian ‘unconscious’. These are all different
devices with which critics have tried to ground the transhistorical understand-
ing of different interpretations. They show the earlier one to be a disguised
version of the later one, hiding its true content from an enlightened future
understanding. The postmodern twist is to reverse the process, and escape
Scylla by using historicism to argue in an anti-progressive direction. It employs
the evidence of disguise or latent content to demystify or incriminate rather
than vindicate the claim future understanding makes to enlightened hindsight.
But the flexibility of this historicist criticism returns us to Charybdis, an old
philosophical difficulty: the impossibility of formulating historical laws for a
discourse, history, whose substance seems inescapably particular and exem-
plary, potentially unclassifiable. As Georg Simmel indicated, discontinuities in
history are the least of the problems of historical interpretation; similarities
between past and present can be equally unmanageable. In The Problem of the
Philosophy of History, published in an expanded version in 1905, he points out
that ‘influences that do not have historical causes interrupt the immanent devel-
opment of history. As a result, historical conditions which seem to be equivalent
– and which seem to make knowledge of the future possible – produce unex-
pectedly different consequences.’14 Simmel anticipates Popper’s attack on an
historicism which tries, in the manner of Condorcet and Marx, to predict the
future from the past. In their different ways, both Simmel and Popper follow a
tradition which goes back to Dionysius of Halicarnassus; they uncover a disci-
plinary division which regards history as philosophising by examples, not by
scientific induction. Historical events, like art-works, while infinitely reprodu-
cible in different media are themselves irreducibly singular. In Popper’s pithy
summary, ‘the most careful examination of one developing caterpillar will not
help us to predict its transformation into a butterfly’.15 No more convincingly,
as Hans Robert Jauss once showed, can a criticism with pretentions to being
scientific, such as Russian formalism, predict the future reception or meaning-
ful appropriations possible for works of art whose stage of development it oth-
erwise appears to have pin-pointed in a progressively ironising process, a
quantifiable unmasking by degrees or by successive generations of its own artis-
tic devices. But is there a way of having historicism admit contingencies to its
calculations without surrendering its explanations to arbitrariness? Can histor-
icism retain a recognisable critical methodology which is neither narcissistic
nor something which, because it must forego the ambition of reducing history
to scientific law, lacks any unfolding, immanent logic at all?
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It is, therefore, in a sense different from that of the historicist predictions
condemned by Simmel and Popper that a viable historicism must go back to
the future, discovering in the past truths confirming or disturbing present
assumptions about the past we were unaware of before. The future for the lit-
erary work created by reinterpretation is also the rejuvenation of the criticism
extended by the same process. The Romantic critic Jerome McGann, for
example, has moved on from the critical practice of simply demystifying
Romantic ideology or any literature’s self-conception to a less assured histor-
icism in which ‘the construction of what shall be possible’ depends on the
critic’s failure to demystify completely. Texts as varied as the Oresteia, Blake’s
Prophetic Books and Pound’s Cantos reflect back to the critics who have
stirred them something other than the hegemonic ideas motivating both. In
this heterology, the work departs from its original premises to satisfy a new
interpretative function, but one it seems to have ‘anticipated’, even ‘intended’,
one of which criticism may be the catalyst but is no longer the author.16 The
saving of hermeneutics from narcissistic self-analysis inevitably lets the genie
of the future out of the bottle, justifying historicist criticism by making it a
stage in something larger. This may sound Hegelian, as if all criticism were
part of a larger system, but the unpredictable, expressionist aspect of the
whole procedure frees it from Hegelian programming. Contingency is pre-
cisely what Hegel excludes and what historicism activates by not being able to
describe.

Historicising historicism

Are some periods of criticism more historicist than others? My account so far
appears only to permit the classification of different kinds of critical situated-
ness, equally true of all times. This indifference, though, might seem to fly in
the face of a decidedly modern sensitivity to relativism and temporality char-
acteristic of a break from previous sensibilities. Scientists such as James Clark
Maxwell, Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg added another
dimension to the popular sense of the extent to which our maps of reality
might reflect our relative position or experimental methods instead of deliver-
ing some absolute truth. Their notions have had striking, if indirect, parallels.
Sociologically, twentieth-century developments in communication can simi-
larly be seen to have been valued as the cement of national cultures and as
vehicles of communal consciousness rather than as instruments for revealing
truth. We can deplore this triumph of culture over science, judging it, as did
Theodor Adorno, to have set in motion a consumer industry so powerful that

Historicism and historical criticism 25

16 Jerome McGann, ‘The Third World of Criticism’, in Marjorie Levinson, Marilyn Butler,
Jerome McGann, Paul Hamilton (eds.), Rethinking Historicism: Critical Readings in
Romantic History (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), pp. 105–106.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



it obscured any meaningful notion of truth altogether. Or we might extol its
enfranchising potential, as does Walter Benjamin, seeing greater access to
culture as a positive mobilisation of the masses against an elitist ideological
apparatus, one which previously kept them in their place. Both views estab-
lished definitive critical positions for the late twentieth century, and they did
so by taking up different attitudes to an historicism typical of the modern era.
Cultural studies, which has largely evolved out of English and sociology
departments, typically focuses on the media by which experience is repre-
sented and often itself mutates into media studies. It discovers at all levels of
cultural activity an appreciation of intertextuality no longer the preserve of
specialists but characteristic of a popular hermeneutics which decodes the
representations with which we are bombarded by media of all kinds. This
relocation of the message in the medium is often believed to pinpoint post-
modernity. At all events, it compensates for what Benjamin calls the devaluing
of experience, and is the ebullient, knowing, upbeat Brechtian side to the
Frankfurt School’s otherwise pessimistic evaluation of historical changes to
the idea of enlightenment.

Frankfurt, rather than Cambridge or Oxford, is a more likely source for the
rationale of critical activities practised at the moment in Anglo-American
academic departments of the humanities. Historicism is its basis, a histori-
cism which argues the importance of relativising all interpretations in the
light of modernist self-consciousness. The undermining of absolute values by
the Holocaust has been influentially regarded by Adorno as a quintessentially
modern phenomenon, impossible without the progress of technologies pos-
sessed of an apparently irresistible totalitarian momentum of their own. The
difficulties in plotting the convergence of scientific knowledges have been
compounded by changes in their paradigms. Polarised and rendered irremedi-
ably plural by those scientific revolutions recounted by Thomas Kuhn, such
knowledges seem to escape inherited Whig notions of the progress of Science
along a single continuum. Simultaneously the notion has emerged of an
ecology which rationalises not our control over our natural environment, but
its escape from that control, its reactive unpredictability. Typically, according
to this ecology, unforeseen imbalances are precipitated by our so-called tech-
nological advances, not the unambiguously transparent benefits we intended
and expected. Such generalisations, however bland, are necessary if we are to
apprehend the sharpened sense of historicism reflected in the critical under-
standing of texts at the start of this century.

This impasse, though, has been arrived at by way of recurrent but different
moments of historicist consciousness. Viewed through historicism, the usual
periodisations of the recent history of ideas – early modern or renaissance,
enlightenment, romanticism, modernist, postmodernist – look like repeated
attempts to exhibit a different decisiveness in response to the vagaries of
history. The renaissance has, more than other periods, looked as if it held a
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premium on the creative revival of the past as the texture of its own self-con-
sciousness. But the strategic historicising typical of what the historian and
political theorist J. G. E.Pocock has called ‘The Machiavellian Moment’ argu-
ably released a characteristically modern secular consciousness of temporal-
ity. This allowed all subsequent ages to calculate their own decisiveness as a
dialectic between virtue and fortune freed from divine eschatology. Each age
generalised in its own way, claiming to provide a pattern for describing all the
others. This was true for the universalising ambitions of the enlightenment,
the individualistic nationalism of romanticism and the avant-gardism of
modernism. It also holds good now for the scepticism of all stories the past
has told about itself characteristic of the postmodern retrospective.17

To remember Machiavelli in this way is to interpret his political advice as
signifying an epochal historicism. As a founder of modernity, Machiavelli
adds to our understanding of the contingencies which historicism has to
make room for in its own explanations. Neither the aleatoriness of postmod-
ernism, nor the bookishness of the grand narratives whose explanations post-
modernism attacks, appear to predominate here. Yet both are kept in play.
Machiavelli’s commendation of that virtù by which the great man copes with
the unpredictabilities of fortune, and in fact is emboldened in virtù by just
such challenges, now seems to rephrase what is required of current
historicism.

Pocock’s reading of Machiavelli has become influential on an English criti-
cism traditionally wary of taking a theoretical turn. The fateful example of
Coleridge, in particular his failure to produce a systematic critical theory, still
looms large in the English critical imagination. Machiavellian historicism,
though, is rooted in English literature, certainly since the Commonwealth
period, and probably earlier. It pervades the length and breadth of Milton’s
Paradise Lost; in smaller focus, but with no less intensity, it drives Marvell’s
‘An Horatian Ode Upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland’. Its domestic
sublime is revived in the Romantic period alongside the afflatus rationalised in
Burke and German aesthetics.18 Its emphasis on the power of example over
prescription casts practical criticism from Arnold to Leavis in a new light.
This is how new political agendas get generated: its quality of arguing by
example does not necessarily shut poetry up in an isolated autotelic realm; it
lets poetry set a pattern for what ought to happen outside. Why? Because the
typically English preference for literary example over rules of criticism can
suddenly be seen to model not the aesthetic transcendence of history but
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rather the creative response to unforeseen historical circumstance. It pictures
the management of a dilemma without precedent. At this point, of course, it
can join forces with the continental emphasis on theorising which it appeared
to shun. The historical opportunism reflected in critical devotion to the
unparalleled literary example also instructs a postmodern attitude that rules
need to be adapted so as to suit the individual case.

Of course this is not the way the practical critic after the manner of Arnold
or Leavis would see it, and it is mischievous, but I hope productive, thus to
force the close reader and the theorist into society. The pervasiveness of his-
toricism comes from the open-endedness I have been emphasising all along:
historicist criticism’s facility, in response to a text, to table a new motion of
which it is no longer the author. In line with this thesis, historicism’s reflexiv-
ity need not be narcissistic if it gestures towards a future understanding, one
set in motion by its dialogue with a text, but one as yet incomplete.
Historicism’s most powerful expressions now are most probably to be found
in postcolonial and feminist criticism. Each of these enterprises negotiates an
enormous silence, a huge repression of the artificial and unjust social
mechanics which for ages enforced supposed normality. Since we cannot
imagine a larger unfairness at the root of an establishment, the criticism
attempting to redress such unparalleled inequity might reasonably be
expected to be systematically opposed to authoritarianism in the widest
sense.

Postcolonial criticism merges with the problem of providing a coherent
picture of multi-culturalism. New notions of integrity and selfhood need to
arise beyond the purview of a critique of colonial prejudice and a champion-
ing of opposition to it. Arguably that is why Franz Fanon’s call at the end of
The Wretched of the Earth to ‘work out new concepts, and set afoot a new
man’ professes this aim.19 When subalterns speak they are wise to ‘the com-
plicity between subject and object’, perhaps too wise to think they can escape
complicity altogether, but definitely moving on, arriving somewhere else.20

But Gayatri Spivak’s critical ambition here is the modest enough political
application of other, spectacular critical self-dissolutions of a subject always
in process. Deleuze’s revival of the past as a difference whose content was
always still to be decided was portentously likened by Foucault to ‘a lightning
storm’.21 Deleuze returned the compliment after Foucault’s death by reading
Foucault’s own surpassing of Nietzsche – the account of the death of man by
which he trumped Nietzsche’s account of the death of God – as the compar-
ably prophetic evocation of an elemental creature: one transgressing suppos-
edly defining boundaries and exclusions, someone loaded with the animal,
the mineral, the organic. But, behind Foucault, Deleuze claimed to take his
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inspiration from Rimbaud’s project of the othering of the ‘je’.22 In each case,
immediate apprehension of self-consciousness is shown up for the historical
construction it really is, and the unprescribed future to be lived on such cur-
rently alienated terms is celebrated, celebrated as the call to a new kind of
existence still to be appropriated as our own. In less individualistic terms, the
same challenge is posed by multiculturalism. It belongs to this moment, it
poses problems to ideas of unity and participation within a single politics as
never before. But the new politics which must emerge if cultural difference is
not to remain social contradiction reworks the model we have been examin-
ing: a historicist openness to self-redefinition engendered by or corresponding
to a historicist generosity in judging the canons of past expression.

Feminism, especially from the ‘new woman’ debates of the late nineteenth
century onwards, has always been interested in the conflicting drives of equal-
ity for woman as she is, and of the right for woman to escape any such
imposed definition with its accompanying histories of distortion and contain-
ment. The debate continues in Germaine Greer’s revival of a call for women’s
‘liberation’ rather than mere equality of treatment. Post-feminism, she
argues, has forgotten the true extent of re-creation open to a revolutionary
movement freed of the determinants of class, culture, ethnicity and so on
which have policed other revolutionary movements.23 Such resistance to essen-
tialism always takes further a resentment of the uniformity imposed by
history. It contributes to that writing of a history of history typical of radical
historicism. A critical theory which becomes implicated in historicism has
therefore to choose between two possibilities. Both are ways of honouring
Aristotle’s dictum that the object of poetics is more philosophical than
history.

The first possibility, roughly Hegelian, is to see the relativism of any
period’s self-understanding surpassed within a progressive narrative of ever-
improving knowledge. The second, mutating from existentialism into post-
modernism, is to see any relativising of the past as setting in motion a
comparable potential for transformation in the historiciser, one which would
immediately question, for example, any notion that hindsight was necessarily
progressive, unquestionably an improvement on past knowledge. Most criti-
cal movements, such as new historicism, tend to dally between the two pos-
sibilities. And maybe this is right. Undoubtedly one wants to hang on to the
belief in progress in some spheres of life, and condemn as reactionary those
who do not agree. Equally, however, the arrogance of progress and its techno-
logical mystification can get in the way of any transfiguring notion of the
good life. This apparently simple opposition, though, leads surely to the most
complex of philsophical debates. Historicism is perhaps the most visible
means by which critical theory is implicated in them at every turn.
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2

Literary criticism and the history of ideas
Timothy Bahti

The concept of the ‘history of ideas’ is associated with the work and legacy of
a single person, the American philosopher Arthur O. Lovejoy (1873–1962).
Literature, ideas and their possible historical interrelation are, however, prob-
lems of very wide interest and import for twentieth-century literary studies.
Once the term ‘criticism’ covers all forms of literary study and once ‘ideas’
and their possible history are seen to overlap with – and to contest – other
constructions that are available to make sense of literature, the topic of
literary criticism and the history of ideas appears as but one version of the
problematic relations between literature and history that dominate twentieth-
century literary studies.

*

Lovejoy’s masterwork, The Great Chain of Being: A Study in the History of an
Idea was delivered in 1933 as the William James Lectures at Harvard and pub-
lished in 1936;1 it remains, together with some of his collected Essays in the
History of Ideas (1948),2 the signal contribution of the history of ideas to the
concerns of literary criticism. Very briefly put, ‘ideas’ for Lovejoy are ‘the persis-
tent dynamic factors . . . that produce effects in the history of thought’, ‘the ele-
ments, the primary and persistent or recurrent dynamic units, of the history of
thought’ (pp. 5, 7). In an explicit analogy to chemistry, Lovejoy considers his
objects of study to be ‘component elements’ of the larger compounds of
thoughts, doctrines or systems in intellectual history, and he wishes to discrimi-
nate and trace the workings of such ‘unit-ideas’ (p. 3). In his magisterial history,
‘the great chain of being’ is studied not only as the more-or-less stable image and
name for the universe across more than two millennia of western thought, but
more importantly as a complex (or compound) of the related ‘unit-ideas’ of
plenitude, sufficient reason, continuity, gradation and, ultimately, temporalisa-
tion. From Plato and neo-Platonism, across medieval scholasticism and early
modern cosmology, to Spinoza and Leibniz and Enlightenment philosophers
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and scientists, Lovejoy traces the endurance and flexibility of the ‘unit-ideas’
that constitute and maintain the great chain of being as a coherent assemblage
of assumptions and understandings. But he is also everywhere attentive to the
tensions and contradictions between component units therein, so that at the end
of his history, with European Romanticism, the inherent strains give way under
the pressure of the idea of temporalisation, and the great chain of being col-
lapses as a comprehensive world-view capable of organising and guiding meta-
physical and theological thought as well as scientific research.

The remarkable erudition and sustained analytic and narrative power of
The Great Chain of Being make it one of the enduring works of twentieth-
century intellectual history, but this extraordinary achievement does not
exhaust its interest for literary criticism and literary history. For this, two
further aspects of Lovejoy’s work are salient. First, Lovejoy gives no distinc-
tive status to literature: it is a mode of cultural expression – what we might
today call a ‘discursive field’ – like many others, for the study of which one
needs specialised disciplinary skills as well as broad linguistic experience and
openness (Lovejoy was an early advocate of comparative literature), but which
ultimately can be understood and evaluated in terms of the ‘ideas’ it contains
and transmits. Dante and Milton, Pope and Young, Goethe and Hugo figure
in his history for the versions of ultimately philosophical ideas they docu-
ment. ‘The interest of the history of literature’, Lovejoy writes, ‘is largely as a
record of the movement of ideas . . . And the ideas in serious reflective litera-
ture are, of course, in great part philosophical ideas in dilution – to change the
figure, growths from seed scattered by great philosophic systems’ (pp. 16, 17).

Second, Lovejoy also gives no privileged status to the notion of a historical
‘period’. While it has been much noted that Lovejoy attacked the term and
concept of ‘Romanticism’ as a coherent movement or period in western litera-
ture, thought and culture3 – it was too contradictory, with too many forms and
tensions, to be known by one name – it has been less appreciated that the entire
narrative of The Great Chain of Being finally works against the maintenance
of the period terms it itself uses. Thus, while the history is still told in terms of
familiar period categorisations such as ‘medieval’ and ‘enlightenment’ (‘classi-
cal’, ‘Renaissance’ and ‘baroque’ are less evident), the narrative argument is
actually one that keeps thinkers and their basic thoughts, from Plato and the
Schoolmen to Spinoza and Leibniz, vital and interacting beyond any historical
delimitation by periodisation. Through its argument that a few ‘unit-ideas’
reappear in a restricted set of possible combinations in the primary and secon-
dary thinkers of western culture, Lovejoy’s history undermines one’s ultimate
confidence in the finer chronological discriminations of separable modes of
philosophic and cultural expression. The tensions within the ‘compound’
idea, and between the ‘unit-ideas’, are permanent and there ab ovo, and think-
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ers and scientists refer back and forth among these constitutive forces of
contradiction. There is a single story en bloc, that of the chain and its tensile
links. Indeed, the figure of a ‘great chain of being’ is the very master-figure of
the continuity of western history as Lovejoy reconstructs it. If the period name
of ‘Romanticism’ survives tenuously, it is as a name for the very end of the
history that Lovejoy views and the narrative that he writes. Lovejoy’s history is
about arguments of seamless continuity – natura non facit saltus, in the formu-
lation famous from the Scholastics through Leibniz – and his method and nar-
rative similarly would deny the fundamental contingency and discontinuity
that period concepts incipiently represent. ‘Romanticism’, in Lovejoy’s history,
finally does represent the unravelling of his argument and narrative.

The diminished status that literature and the period concept enjoy in his
history leads to the fundamental interest that Lovejoy represents for literary
criticism. For the question is whether literary criticism, literary history, and
literary theory can do without both a privileging of literature vis-à-vis
history and a privileging of historical periods within history. The answer to
the question is, apodictically put, negative in its first part, affirmative in its
second: serious literary study cannot do without a constitutive privileging of
literature over its historical account, while it can do without period concepts.

In exploring this pair of answers to the problem that the history of ideas
poses, we may observe that several of Lovejoy’s distinguished colleagues in
literature at the Johns Hopkins University were not unsympathetic to his
doctrine. Charles Singleton, who was the premier Dantist of his time, Earl
Wasserman, who was a leading intellectual-historical interpreter of English
romantic poetry, and the great scholar of French literature and ‘critic of con-
sciousness’ Georges Poulet were all entirely at home with Lovejoy’s mixing
of literature and philosophy and with his deployment of a master-figure
such as the ‘great chain of being’, even if they did not each need to endorse
or follow his historical argument in its sweep or in its details. But a fourth
Hopkins colleague, Leo Spitzer, the preeminent practitioner of Romance
stylistics in the twentieth century, poses a more significant difference respect-
ing literature and its possible historical and period-specific forms. Like
Lovejoy, Spitzer practises his mode of study across virtually all historical
times and across many languages. And like Lovejoy, he is not shy about
working across disciplines or discourses. So far, they are comrades-in-arms
regarding transhistoric, comparative and cross-disciplinary studies. But
their differences emerge at the two points we have thus far singled out: the
privileged status of literature and the preeminent importance of the histori-
cal period. In his contribution to Lovejoy’s Journal of the History of Ideas,4
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Spitzer discusses Nazism and its alleged reappropriation of ‘unit-ideas’
from German romanticism in terms that precisely criticise Lovejoy’s
vaunted analytic method and chemical analogy. What counts for Spitzer are
not contrived, abstract analytic ‘ideas’ that may be alleged to be continuous
or recurrent across history, but the ‘synthetic’ and real bundles of cultural
features that are specific and indeed unique to a historical place and time.
Such a ‘totality of features of a given period or movement’, grasped ‘as a
unity’,5 is for Spitzer unabashedly the object and achievement of
Geistesgeschichte and its key period-concept of a Zeitgeist, and this is hope-
lessly beyond the ken of the history of ideas.

The methodological specificity and preeminence of the period-concept are
here apparent. It is also noteworthy that Spitzer’s avowal of the historical
period is of a piece with his privileging of literature and its distinctive fea-
tures. While he studies discursive materials as diverse as political propaganda,
commercial advertising and traditional philosophy, the overwhelming bulk of
his massive bibliography is devoted to high literature. More importantly, his
very notion and image of a ‘totality of features’ constitutive of a historical
period is drawn from his practice and experience in literary stylistics. Most
accessible in his programmatic essay, ‘Linguistics and Literary History’, but
readily discernible in almost any of his voluminous stylistic studies, Spitzer’s
method confidently assumes and then confirms with great flair a continuity
that moves from the smallest grammatical, syntactic and even morphological
feature of style to the literary work as a whole and then on to the author’s
oeuvre and psyche as larger wholes, ultimately arriving at a characterisation
of the period and the ‘spirit of its time’.6 This chain is not Lovejoy’s narrative
‘great chain of being’, with its interlocking, tension-loaded but finally contin-
uous links of recurring similarity; Spitzer’s ‘chain’ is one of concentrically
nesting synecdoches, each moving metonymically from part to adjacent
whole in an expansion of literary signification and interpretive divination.
The closest analogue to this, which also recalls their shared Leibnizian mona-
dology, is Walter Benjamin’s characterisation of ‘historical materialism’ –
with the all-important difference that where Spitzer arrives at a stable end-
point, Benjamin arrives at an explosion. Benjamin writes in the seventeenth of
his ‘Theses on the philosophy of history’: ‘A historical materialist approaches
a historical subject only where he encounters it as a monad . . . He takes cog-
nizance of it in order to blast a specific era out of the homogeneous course of
history – blasting a specific life out of the era or a specific work out of a life-
work. As a result of this method the lifework is preserved in this work and at
the same time cancelled; in the lifework, the era; and in the era, the entire
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course of history.’7 Spitzer’s and Benjamin’s equally synecdochal chains, while
differing as nesting dolls do from a chain reaction, are likewise aimed at the
‘homogeneous’ chain-image of an analytically based narrative of history such
as Lovejoy’s history of ‘unit-ideas’.

Spitzer, not unlike Benjamin, was temperamentally incapable of writing a
literary history. But almost anywhere in his voluminous work – again, some-
what like Benjamin – one can find claims for historically specific knowledge
that conforms to a period-concept (medieval, baroque, Romantic, etc.) and is
formed of the specifically literary features (stylistic for Spitzer, allegorical for
Benjamin) of the verbal work of art. As the last of the Hopkins literary col-
leagues’ reactions to Lovejoy’s history of ideas, Spitzer’s position stands or
falls on the import first of the historical period-concept (the Zeitgeist), then
of the category of literature and its constitutive features (style). Moving now
from this anecdotal-institutional juxtaposition of literary studies with
Lovejoy to a more fundamental one, we confront the question whether there
actually is in the historical record an alternative to the extreme polarity of
Lovejoy’s relatively seamless narrative absorption and even dissolution of lit-
erature within the history of ideas, and Spitzer’s (or, mutatis mutandis,
Benjamin’s) episodic and fragmentary foregrounding of literature, which
leaves it stranded like isolated islands amidst historical time.

A review of the record suggests that the answer is no. That is, one must
admit how paltry and how poor have been the twentieth century’s attempts at
literary history and other forms of literary-historical study on anything
resembling the scale of Lovejoy’s The Great Chain of Being. René Wellek,
simultaneously one of Lovejoy’s most dogged critics and most fixated admir-
ers, everywhere calls for literary history but nowhere either finds it to his satis-
faction or writes it himself. With one exception we shall presently turn to,
there are simply no distinguished, comprehensive, narrative histories of
European literature after the century of Taine, Brunetière and De Sanctis.
Geistesgeschichte lasted the longest in Germany, where it had its most solid
foundation, and Georg Lukács’ Theory of the Novel (1916) is prophetically
one of the last breaths of comprehensive literary-historical aspiration in this
atmosphere; it would have been more at home in the nineteenth century, but
its famous thesis of the ‘homesickness’ of the novel reflects instead its own
homelessness, loss of bearings and ultimate discontinuity in its native twenti-
eth century.8

Literary criticism and the history of ideas 35

7 Walter Benjamin, ‘Thesen über den Begriff der Geschichte’ (1940), English translation:
‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968), p. 263.

8 Georg Lukács, Die Theorie des Romans: Ein geschichtsphilosophischer Versuch über die
Formen der grossen Epik (1916); English translation: The Theory of the Novel: A Historico-
Philosophical Essay on the Forms of Great Epic Literature, trans. Anna Bostock (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1971).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



In fact, apart from the occasional work that is typically restricted by
national literature, by period, and by genre, the literary-historical achieve-
ments of twentieth-century literary studies are almost non-existent. After the
striking but subterranean (indeed, geological) role that literature plays in his
Les mots et les choses (1966)9 – in the figures of Cervantes, Mallarmé, Artaud
and Borges – there is neither literary history (or ‘genealogy’) by Foucault nor
Foucauldian literary history. Ironically, the more one looks for literary history
that would be at once transhistorical, comparative, multi-genred and success-
ful, the less one finds any alternative to the Lovejovian model.

One famous example of a literary ‘history’ that productively bears compar-
ison with Lovejoy’s achievement is Ernst Robert Curtius’ European Literature
and the Latin Middle Ages.10 Its title is slyly misleading: its coverage actually
extends from Greek antiquity to the age of Goethe, and indeed into the twen-
tieth century. Its linguistic and generic reach is virtually as comprehensive as
its seemingly unending bibliography. And its conception of ‘literature’ – pro-
ceeding from rhetoric and its transmission through not only the literary
genres but the entire educational practices of the west – is so broad as to
absorb all kinds of cultural discourse. Precisely here is the first point where
the comparison with Lovejoy becomes revealing.

Although, as far as I know, neither author made any recognition of his
exact contemporary, Curtius’ and Lovejoy’s objects of study have consider-
able overlap. Lovejoy calls one aspect of his history of ideas ‘an inquiry which
may be called philosophical semantics – a study of the sacred words and
phrases of a period or a movement’, and he adds – against the very sense of
containment that a period-concept would imply – ‘it is largely because of
their ambiguities that mere words are capable of this independent action [“the
insensible transformation of one fashion of thought into another, perhaps its
very opposite”] as forces of history’ (p. 14). When the disciplinary propriety
of the ‘philosophical’ is bracketed, these ‘sacred formulas and catchwords’11

of Lovejoy’s that are ‘forces of history’ become indistinguishable from
Curtius’ objects of study, namely topoi or commonplaces, the dominant and
recurrent tropes that every educated and not-so-educated person absorbs
from the culture and without which thought and expression would be incon-
ceivable. Lovejoy’s ‘ideas’ are supposedly the stuff that appears in ‘dilution’ in
literature, while Curtius’ topoi are rather crystallised in the literary tradition
and dissolved or permeating everywhere else. But when one looks at the mate-
riality of the verbal record – the words themselves, and their forms – one has
under whatever name the same tropological substratum. What Curtius the
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Romance philologist took as a ‘literary’ subject seeps, drifts and expands into
a pancultural arena, while Lovejoy’s ‘philosophical’ interest in the analysis of
ideas works, at the end of the day, with the very same, that is, tropological
material as literature.

If Curtius’ privileging of literature – an understandable commitment, since
he relies on the written record of ancient usages of the commonplaces – turns
ironically into its dissolution, his sovereign historical reach also meets a para-
doxical end, and in this, too, he bears comparison with Lovejoy. Beyond all
distinctions by period, Curtius tells a story that has no end except that of
fatigue and slow attrition without end: the ‘end’ of the western tradition’s
indebtedness to and embeddedness within its commonplaces is their usure,
their wearing-down into our ignorance of our own tradition; it is their end in
their very home, which is the commonplace of Tradition itself, without apoc-
alyptic revelation, circular closure or violent rupture. Curtius has none of the
narrative drive and skill of Lovejoy, but then again, he does not need them
because he has no real story to tell. And yet, on the far side of his non-narra-
tive history (or, more accurately, historical compendium), Curtius’ account of
his subject, like Lovejoy’s, finds the means of his inquiry disappearing along
its very course. Lovejoy’s ‘chain of being’ survived as long as did the chain of
his own narrative – with links always of the same ‘units’, and always in
tension with one another – which is to say that the chain is the story of its own
ending, its breaking apart and off. Curtius’ topoi are the material of literary
rhetoric and of its scholarly custody by philology and his melancholy study is
one that knows everything up to the end-point of the means of its own
knowledge.

Spitzer has the literary text’s bundle of stylistic features, each time a synec-
doche for the supposed essence of literature, representing ‘synthetically’ but
no less synecdochally the ‘totality of features of a given period or movement’
– but he has no narrative literary history, no account of the succession of
periods as the story of literature. Curtius has the constancy of literary topoi
across the history of the west, but in the end he has neither literature in any
restricted sense, nor, a fortiori, literary study, let alone a narrative literary
history. Measured against the standard of Lovejoy’s work, which is an histor-
ical narrative as well as a history of ideas, both preeminent philologists repre-
sent the failure of twentieth-century literary study to be at once literary and
historical. In this, we arrive nowhere else but at René Wellek’s and Austin
Warren’s doleful analysis of the fate of most histories of literature: ‘One type
is not a history of art [Curtius]; the other, not a history of art [Spitzer].’12

Wellek, unable himself to write a literary history but always able to fault
others who failed, is nonetheless, despite his acerbic and often unpleasant
manner, also very clear and tough-minded about what such a history should
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be. Following his Russian formalist beginnings, he maintains that literary-his-
torical developments and periodisations must be ‘established by purely liter-
ary criteria’, by the study of ‘system[s] of literary norms, standards, and
conventions’, and that literary history must be ‘the tracing of the changing
from one system of norms to another’. But Wellek cannot say why the devel-
opment of literary periods ‘has to move in the particular direction it has
taken: mere see-saw schemes are obviously inadequate to describe the whole
complexity of the process’. Baffled by ‘a complex process varying from occa-
sion to occasion . . . partly internal, caused by exhaustion and the desire for
change, but also partly external, caused by social, intellectual, and all other
cultural changes’, Wellek’s once-clear ambition is left trying to convert
despair into a fuzzy idealism: ‘The further and wider problem, a history of a
national literature as a whole, is harder to envisage . . . histories of groups of
literatures are even more distant ideals . . . Finally, a general history of the art
of literature is still a far-distant ideal.’13

Always on the near side of these unreachable horizons, Wellek finds some
solace – and here he refers explicitly to Lovejoy’s critique of the period-
concept of Romanticism – in the mental gymnastics of wrestling with the
problem of literary history and its periodisation: ‘the discussion of a period
will at least raise all kinds of questions of literary history’.14 Without narra-
tive, we at least have ongoing discussion, the perennial raising of questions in
which there is finally neither history as narrative nor criticism as satisfactory
knowledge.

Throughout his work, Wellek pays almost as much attention – usually
carping, sometimes begrudgingly admiring – to Lovejoy and his history of
ideas as to any other modern practitioner of a history of discourse, literary or
otherwise. The only other figure that repeatedly disappoints and yet re-
attracts Wellek in like manner is Erich Auerbach and his literary history
Mimesis.15 Wellek’s simplistic misunderstanding of Auerbach’s masterwork
need not concern us here. Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western
Literature is, for our purposes, the only literary history in the twentieth
century that measures up to, and finally yields an adequate measure of, The
Great Chain of Being and its history of ideas.

It is superficial but instructive to recall how Mimesis meets the broadest cri-
teria provided by Lovejoy’s example: Auerbach’s book is transhistorical, poly-
glot, comparative, and studies most genres (only lyric verse is neglected). If
Lovejoy the analytic philosopher privileges philosophic ‘unit-ideas’, and
includes literature only as their ‘diluted’ form, Auerbach the philologist priv-
ileges with symmetrical rigour literature’s narrative and dramatic resources of
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representation and folds in religion, philosophy and social history only as
their setting and stage. And most evidently, Auerbach’s history has a bold and
comprehensive thesis to match Lovejoy’s. The ‘great chain of being’ is the
compound of a handful of elemental ideas (plenitude, continuity, gradation,
sufficient reason) that, despite but also because of their inherent tensions,
constitute a coherent metaphysics, theology and scientific world-view – until,
with the varieties of temporalisation that are coextensive with modernity, it
no longer hangs together. Auerbach has an equivalently essential thesis
regarding western literature – it is nothing less than the representation of
reality – and he argues for its ever expansive achievements from antiquity to
the fullest modern depictions of social reality (the French realists) and inter-
ior reality (Proust and Woolf).

Lovejoy’s book is truly a history of ideas in that the ideas themselves – fol-
lowing the chemical analogy of elemental properties in their possible combi-
nations and reactions – properly drive the history: ‘[t]his historic outcome of
the long series of “footnotes to Plato” which we have been observing was also,
so far as it went, the logically inevitable outcome’ (p. 326). Thus, he needs
neither familiar social accounts (the transition from feudal to bourgeois
society) nor economic ones (mercantilism, industrialisation) nor political
ones (the nation-state, colonialism) to assist his argument, and he even makes
relatively little use of technology (although the telescope and microscope do
figure importantly). It has been insufficiently noticed that Auerbach matches
Lovejoy’s purism, and in this, he alone meets Wellek’s strictures that a true
history of literature would be ‘established by purely literary criteria’. There
are, ultimately, only two such literary principles that are necessary and suffi-
cient for Auerbach’s history.16 One is the doctrine concerning levels of style,
where, in Auerbach’s well-known argument, distinct generic and stylistic dif-
ferences give way under the force of the Christian sermo humilis to yield the
ever-more comprehensive representational power of western literature. The
other principle is the figural representation of history, in which any two events
in time (including a ‘time’ that would be, to use Lovejoy’s term, ‘other-
worldly’, time on the far side of human history, sub specie aeternitatis) can be
coordinated as prefiguration and fulfillment, with the latter fulfillment being
the ‘real’ or true representation of ‘reality’.17

It is no secret that Auerbach’s two principles draw upon the historico-theo-
logical discourses of the Judaeo-Christian tradition, just as his narrative also
draws upon the inmixing of class distinctions across early-modern and
modern western history as a parallel to his literary history of the leveling of

Literary criticism and the history of ideas 39

16 The following interpretation is developed more fully in Timothy Bahti, Allegories of History:
Literary Historiography After Hegel (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), pp.
137–155; see also Timothy Bahti, ‘Vico, Auerbach and Literary History’, Philological
Quarterly 60 (1981), pp. 239–255.

17 See Erich Auerbach, ‘Figura’ (1938), Scenes From the Drama of European Literature, trans.
Ralph Mannheim (New York: Meridian, 1959), pp. 11–76.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



stylistic differences. But it cannot be stated emphatically enough that the twin
principles of stylistic and generic leveling and of figural representation of
human time are nonetheless strictly literary. To overstate the matter only
slightly, if the histories of the rise and spread of Christianity and of the mod-
ernisation of the social experience of classes in the west did not exist as back-
drops for Auerbach’s literary history, he would not even need to invent them.
To put the same point more analytically, Auerbach’s two principles are liter-
ary because they are the tropology of verbal art.

Both the relation of style to genre and the relation of one figure to another
(prefiguration to its fulfillment) are tropological arrangements of figurae ver-
borum and figurae sententiae, figures of speech and figures of thought.
Together, they constitute the material and the method, the subject matter and
the procedure, of Mimesis. The style of plain prose, which comes closest to
what Hegel calls ‘the prose of the world’ and the genre of historical narrative
which is Auerbach’s historicism are combined in his literary history, in
Mimesis itself, as the fulfillment and end of his history. And the structure of
representation that aligned prefiguration and fulfillment first in their décalage
in Homer and the Old Testament, then in their inversion of the otherworldly
back into the this-worldly in Dante’s Inferno, and then in their threateningly
nihilistic realisation of experiential life in Flaubert’s Madame Bovary – this
structure is at once fulfilled and evacuated, left to collapse, at the end of
Mimesis, when the achievement of the representation of interior reality as a
stream of consciousness is left towering above a flattened, faceless and rubble-
strewn reality that is the representation of the ‘merely’ historical west at the
end of World War Two. Auerbach’s one genre of historicist narrative yields as
an afterimage – a figura beyond the fulfillment – the other genre of autobiog-
raphy. Beyond Proust’s and Woolf’s fictional autobiographies, Auerbach’s dis-
guised autobiographical narrative – his book’s interior ‘representation of
reality’ – is and means (in figural language, it figures and fulfills) the afterlife
of an almost nameless exile, survivor and victim of fatigue who is also, typo-
logically, the post-war Everyman of ‘real’ historical reality.

From his material practices of philology and stylistics, Auerbach is
uniquely able to fashion a history of literature. His literature remains litera-
ture, and his history remains and becomes literature – ‘remains and becomes’
because it becomes, in his hands, what it always already was, a genre of
literary rhetoric developing from Homer’s epics and the Old Testament nar-
ratives to modern historicism. Auerbach famously wrote that Mimesis could
not have been written in any tradition other than that of Hegel and
Geistesgeschichte,18 and here we may recall as well that Hegel is conspicu-
ously absent from Lovejoy’s The Great Chain of Being – conspicuously so
because Hegel is arguably the one western writer and philosopher who is able
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to combine temporalisation with plenitude, continuity, gradation and suffi-
cient reason to yield, in his late work, a chain of mental being (of Geist) that
is sometimes narrative and historical, sometimes – in the Logic and the
Encyclopedia – post-narrative. Lovejoy, in fact, appears from this perspective
as Hegel manqué – as Hegel without the Hegelian post-narrative – and The
Great Chain of Being as a narrative history that must tell its story of breakage
and dissolution without an ultimate ending in Hegel’s own fulfillment of
history.

With Hegel situated alongside Auerbach and Lovejoy, we return again to
our topic of literary study and the history of ideas. The topic is the topos or
commonplace of the relation of an idea to a literary structure and – a subsid-
iary of this topic – of the relation of history to a literary structure. Hegel’s
Aesthetics is an argument, at once analytic and narrative, about how art, and
preeminently the highest art that is literature, is its very development from
sensuous and merely ‘ideal’ stages to the idea of itself. In becoming, via the
stage of religion, the idea of itself, art becomes the philosophy that
the Aesthetics itself, as narrative and discourse, is; thus, art confirms the
Aesthetics, just as it fulfills art. The entire Aesthetics, as a historically
informed and organised narrative (the symbolic, classical and Romantic
‘stages’ of art, the arrangement of the ‘kinds’ of art, etc.), is an attempt to
work out – to think and write out, in the ‘genre’ of philosophy – the relations
between the basic tropological structures that Hegel, like many before and
since, calls ‘symbol’ and ‘allegory’, and their ‘higher’ comprehension as sheer
linguistic materiality in the sign as ‘mere sign’ (blosses Zeichen): this, in
summary, is the entire narrative and argumentative trajectory of the three
volumes, from the symbolic in pre-classical architecture to the transition from
music to poetry at the end of romantic art.19 On the far side of Hegel, Lovejoy,
and Auerbach, we here also approach the narrative and argumentative trajec-
tory of Paul de Man’s work. In ‘The Rhetoric of Temporality’, he postulates
that the entirety of literary history could be understood as a ‘dialectic’ (albeit
a negative one) between the rhetorical structures of allegory and irony.20 In his
last readings of Hegel, he argues that the philosophic idea is in truth – in the
language of ‘The Rhetoric of Temporality’, it is the demystified allegory of –
the sheer materiality of the letter, the linguistic signifier ‘itself’, if we could
only know such a thing or condition.21 Under this view, the ‘great chain of
being’ is, in the end, language itself understood on de Man’s radically materi-
alist account.

The array of perspectives that we arrive at does not dissolve into perspecti-
vism. Literature may be only ‘dissolved’ philosophy or ideas for Lovejoy, but
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Theory and Practice (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1968), pp. 206–207.
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for literary studies in the twentieth century, Lovejoy remains exemplary ‘liter-
ary’ history in that he retells and re-presents the allegory of historical narra-
tives of the west (its world-views, its literature, its culture) after and yet
wishfully in the absence of Hegel: after but also without Hegel, philosophic
history is sheer literary allegory, and its ideas are tropological structures
(plenitude, continuity and gradation are forms of metonymy, sufficient reason
is metalepsis, etc.). The singular example of Auerbach’s Mimesis is that of the
possibility of turning Hegel’s basic assumption in the Aesthetics – the histor-
ical development of western art, via literature, to its truth – into an historical
narrative that is very nearly purely literary, and that reveals its tropological
(that is, figural) structure as both its vehicle and its truth – which is also, we
must recall, the claimed truth of the west. But like Lovejoy’s book, Mimesis
also must end in the narrative of a collapse, and a collapse of its own narra-
tive: the historical justification of the ways of ideas or literature to human
understanding yields their unravelling into discontinuity, fraying, ruination.
At the end of his work, de Man saw that his attempts at a comprehensive,
comparative and historical understanding of European literary Romanticism
had foundered not only on some proper names called ‘Rousseau’ and
‘Hölderlin’, but on the tropological structures of allegory, irony and para-
taxis, leaving only fragments of a possible, now impossible literary history.22

Literary history cannot be solved by tropology, for tropology dissolves
history. The idea of literary study after a history of exemplary philosophic,
historical and literary achievements – after Hegel, after the history of ideas,
after Spitzer, Curtius, Auerbach and de Man – is the non-historical, non-
narrative, non-idealist, that is to say, properly tropological and material study
of the exemplarity of language that we call literature.
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3

Cultural materialism
John Drakakis

In the opening chapter of The Long Revolution (1961), Raymond Williams
argues that ‘[e]verything we see and do, the whole structure of our relation-
ships and institutions, depends, finally, on an effort of learning, description
and communication’.1 In what was to become a radical challenge to the dom-
inant modes of literary and cultural study, Williams concluded that:

If all activity depends on responses learned by the sharing of descriptions, we cannot
set ‘art’ on one side of a line and ‘work’ on the other; we cannot submit to be divided
into ‘Aesthetic Man’and ‘Economic Man.’2

Williams goes on, in his chapter on ‘The Analysis of Culture’, to challenge an
historical methodology based upon the assumption that ‘the bases of society,
its political, economic, and “social” arrangements, form the central core of
facts, after which the art and theory can be adduced, for marginal illustration
or “correlation”’, and a literary methodology which privileged its own formal
laws of composition while relegating this central core of facts to the status of
‘background’. His call in 1961 was for a cultural history which had to be
‘more than the sum of the particular histories, for it is with the relations
between them, the particular forms of the whole organisation, that it is espe-
cially concerned’. Thus, Williams’ ‘theory of culture’ could subsequently be
defined as ‘the study of the relationships between elements in a whole way of
life’.3

Almost twenty years later, and some three years after he published
Marxism and Literature (1977), Williams re-visited the theoretical founda-
tions of his own thought in a collection of essays entitled Problems in
Materialism and Culture (1980). Here he sought to align, more directly than
hitherto, his own personal intellectual development with a much longer
history of twentieth-century Marxist cultural theory. It had become clear
after the momentous social and intellectual upheavals of the late 1960s that
this tradition was in need of radical revision. In this later text Williams asso-
ciated his own work with that general process of revision and at the same time
gave a local habitation and a name to his own practice:
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It took me thirty years in a very complex process, to move from that received Marxist
Theory [Engels, Plekhanov, Fox, Caudwell, West, Zdanov] (which in its general form
I began by accepting) through various transitional forms of theory and enquiry, to
the position I now hold, which I define as ‘cultural materialism’.4

After naming the intellectual endeavour to which he was now committed,
Williams then proceeded to describe his theory of culture as:

a (social and material) productive process and of specific practices, of ‘arts’, as social
uses of material means of production (from language as material ‘practical
consciousness’ to the specific technologies of writing and forms of writing, through
to mechanical and electronic communications systems).5

Cultural materialism as an intellectual orientation had already been in exis-
tence long before Williams’ explicit description of its practices and procedures
in 1980. For example, within the English tradition, where the emphasis came to
rest firmly on questions of social class, Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy
(1957) had sought to recover a demotic voice through analysing the cultural life
and literary production of the British working classes, while in 1963 the social-
ist historian E. P. Thompson charted The Making of the English Working Class
as part of a larger radical historical tradition whose roots may be traced back
to the various dissenting movements in England during the mid-seventeenth
century. Beyond Britain the investigation of ‘culture’ developed a distinct
anthropological, sociological and ethnological focus, where the debate
revolved, in part, around the conflict between empiricist concerns with ‘pat-
terns of behaviour’ and idealist questions of ‘ideas’ and ‘values’.6 The shift
away from ‘patterns of behaviour’ and towards ‘other symbolic-meaningful
systems as factors in the shaping of human behaviour’7 opened the way for the
study of culture as a ‘semiotic field’, and to the possibilities of reading culture
as text.8 Williams’ own contribution to developments and refinements within a
British context from the late 1950s onwards – and it is important to remember
that Williams himself was Welsh, not English – extended a preoccupation with
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4 Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture: Selected Essays (London: Verso,
1980), p. 243. 5 Ibid., p. 243.

6 See Marvin Harris, Cultural Materialism: The Struggle for a Science of Culture (New York:
Random House, 1979), pp. 279–280.

7 Alfred Kroeber and Talcott Parsons, ‘The Concept of Culture and of Social Systems’,
American Sociological Review 23 (1958), pp. 582–583; Harris, Cultural Materialism, p. 281. I
am grateful to Terence Hawkes for having directed my attention to the work of Alfred Kroeber
and Clyde Cluckholn.

8 See Benjamin Lee Whorf, Language, Thought and Reality (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press,
1956); Edward Sapir, ‘The Status of Linguistics as a Science’, in David G. Mandelbaum (ed.),
Selected Writings of Edward Sapir in Language, Culture and Personality (Berkeley and Los
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the relationship between ‘literary’ and non-literary textual production within
the purview of a class politics that was latent in the work of the Scrutiny school,
but remained undeveloped there. It was left to Richard Hoggart, Williams and,
later, Terry Eagleton to extend this materialist concern with the manifest forms
of cultural production. Also, within the British academy there was a more
general acceleration of these interests in the wake of an explosion of continen-
tal ‘theory’; this was very influential on the discipline of literary studies, which
had itself gathered considerable momentum by the mid-1970s. Between 1968
and 1973 various works of Mikhail Bakhtin (also known as V. N. Volosinov)
were translated, although their effects were not felt until over a decade later;
Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization was translated in 1967, Roland
Barthes’ Mythologies was translated in 1972, and throughout the 1970s the
journal Screen, with its initially Althusserian trajectory, was the major forum
for the discussion of the ‘the relations between culture and signification’;9 in
1976 Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology was translated, and two years later
in 1978 his influential collection of essays, Writing and Difference was pub-
lished in translation, the same year in which Pierre Macherey’s A Theory of
Literary Production appeared. In Britain there was a comparable acceleration
of output. In 1976, under the auspices of the influential Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham, Stuart Hall and Tony
Jefferson edited a collection of essays entitled Resistance Through Rituals, in
which the definition of culture as ‘that level at which social groups develop dis-
tinct patterns of life, and give expressive form to their social and material life-
experience’ was later to be more fully developed in the work of Alan Sinfield.10

A year before the publication of Williams’ Marxism and Literature (1977),
Terry Eagleton’s influential Criticism and Ideology (1976) appeared, and also in
that year the Essex Sociology of Literature Conferences began and continued
annually at the University of Essex until 1984. In 1977 under the general editor-
ship of Terence Hawkes, the first volumes in the New Accents series were pub-
lished, which sought to make a range of theoretical concerns accessible to
students. In addition to Hawkes’ own Structuralism and Semiotics (1977), other
influential early volumes in the series were Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The
Meaning of Style (1979), Tony Bennett’s Formalism and Marxism
(1979), Catherine Belsey’s Critical Practice (1980), Christopher Norris’
Deconstruction: Theory and Practice (1982) and Peter Widdowson’s edited col-
lection, Re-reading English (1982). In 1977, Rosalind Coward and John Ellis’
Language and Materialism was published, a dense and challenging overview of
the intellectual revolution that followed in the wake of Saussurean structural-
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ism. That year also, coincidentally, saw the publication of Jacques Lacan’s The
Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis and a selection translated from
Écrits, and in the wake of Lacan’s revisions of Freud, Coward and Ellis insisted
that it was no longer possible to see ‘the concerns of psychoanalysis as pre-
existing the social operations analysed by historical materialism’. Their posi-
tioning of the subject within discourse posed a challenge to traditional
humanist definitions of identity, and this led them to a conclusion that was to
have major consequences both for literary and cultural theory:

The sign and identity can no longer remain as homogeneous and non-contradictory,
but are rather to be understood as produced in contradictory processes. Fixed,
transgressed and renewed, there is only the discursive space of the subject in relation to
a contradictory outside and ideological articulations. And this is always in process.11

Eagleton introduced the work of Pierre Macherey to British readers in 1976,
and Coward and Ellis’ challenge to classical Marxism made more accessible
than hitherto the work of Roland Barthes, Julia Kristeva, Louis Althusser and
Jacques Lacan. Later more extensive exposure to the work of Foucault,
Bakhtin and Derrida was to complete a radical re-mapping of an entire intel-
lectual terrain. In 1978 the first of a series of annual conferences entitled
‘Literature/Teaching/Politics’ was held at the Polytechnic of Wales and that
series, accompanied by an annual journal, continued at different venues until
1984. By 1982 Peter Widdowson was able to write of ‘the “crisis” in English’
as an enquiry ‘as to what English is, where it has got to, whether it has a
future, whether it should be a discrete discipline, and if it does, in what ways
it might be reconstituted’.12

Meanwhile, the migration of Theory from Europe to North America had
already begun, and some of the translations, particularly those of Bakhtin
and Derrida, emanated from the USA. Consequently, when Stephen
Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning from More to Shakespeare (1980)
appeared, its engagement with questions of historicism harmonised in many
ways with debates which were already well advanced within British Higher
Education. The election of the right-wing Margaret Thatcher as Prime
Minister of the United Kingdom in 1979, and that of the right-wing Ronald
Reagan to the presidency of the United States, did much to sharpen the
polemical tone and the political urgency of these debates. The forces of ‘tra-
dition’ and reaction had begun to assert themselves in the political sphere. But
they faced a radical assault in the ‘cultural’ sphere within English depart-
ments in British universities where the anti-theoretical formalism of Leavisite
practical criticism, that had hitherto co-existed uneasily with traditional
modes of literary-historical study, was challenged by new modes of thinking
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emanating from influential journals such as Tel quel, Screen and
Representations, and by an increase in the availability of translations of the
work of European cultural theorists.

This, then, provides a very brief general context for the emergence of cul-
tural materialism, one in which forms of revisionary Marxism, feminism,
poststructuralism and psychoanalysis all came together in a series of produc-
tive tensions. In Britain the appeal of cultural materialism extended well
beyond the academy, into the area of a more general cultural politics, in con-
trast to American new historicism which was far more rigidly confined to the
academic circles which had called it into existence.

From Raymond Williams’ initial delineation of the field of ‘cultural materi-
alism’ in 1980, the name remained dormant for a brief period until it received
a very specific focus in a collection of essays edited by Jonathan Dollimore and
Alan Sinfield, Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural Materialism
(1985). Indeed, Williams himself contributed a magisterial afterword to this
collection. In a brief foreword to the volume, Dollimore and Sinfield situated
their approach in the aftermath of the disintegration of consensus ‘in British
political life during the 1970s’ and the accompanying ‘break-up of traditional
assumptions about the values and goals of literary criticism’. They went on to
point out that under the influence of various energetic strains of thought
within Marxism, structuralism, feminism, psychoanalysis and poststructural-
ism, questions of a profound nature were now being raised ‘about the status of
literary texts, both as linguistic entities and as ideological forces in our
society’.13 They then offered their definition of cultural materialism:

Historical context undermines the transcendent significance traditionally accorded
to the literary text and allows us to recover its histories; theoretical method detaches
the text from immanent criticism which seeks only to reproduce it in its own terms;
socialist and feminist commitment confronts the conservative categories in which
much criticism has been hitherto conducted; textual analysis locates the critique of
traditional approaches where it cannot be ignored. We call this ‘cultural
materialism’.14

Like Williams, Dollimore and Sinfield sought to emphasise the analytical
rather than the evaluative sense of the term ‘culture’, and to include ‘work on
the cultures of subordinate and marginalised groups like schoolchildren and
skinheads, and on forms like television and popular music and fiction’.15 In
focusing on ‘Shakespeare’ they also sought to extend their critique to ‘arte-
facts and practices which have traditionally been prized within the evaluative
idea of culture’.16 In Criticism and Ideology (1976), Terry Eagleton had
insisted that ‘[c]riticism is not an innocent discipline, and never has been’,
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that it has ‘a history which is more than a random collocation of critical acts’,
and that it ‘does not arise as a spontaneous riposte to the existential fact of the
text, organically coupled with the object it illuminates’.17 This had been, in
part, the impetus behind a collection of essays edited by John Drakakis and
also published in 1985, Alternative Shakespeares, where such propositions
were expanded to provide a wide-ranging, radical, theoretically informed
challenge to the ethos of traditional Shakespeare studies in a series of
attempts to offer alternative methodologies. Dollimore and Sinfield, who also
contributed an important essay to this collection, concurred with the general
view that the discourse of ‘high culture’ was one of a range of signifying prac-
tices. But they also re-asserted the claim that culture is ‘material’ insofar as ‘it
does not (cannot) transcend the material forces and relations of production’.
They eschewed the vulgar Marxist reading of culture as a reflection of ‘the
economic and political system’, but they insisted that it could not be indepen-
dent of its pressures either. For them, as for Williams, the focus was on the his-
torically specific institutions through which culture is transmitted. They
concluded that ‘[c]ultural materialism therefore studies the implications of
literary texts in history’ 18 where ‘history’ is defined as the dynamic movement
of the forces and relations of production.

The focus on the English Renaissance, its material histories and the critical
discourses that it has generated over some four centuries, was no accident.
The English Renaissance offered a well-documented but very selectively nar-
rativised account of the interaction of all of those social and cultural forces
that led up to the English Revolution of 1642–60, and the subsequent birth of
the ‘modern’ era. In Dollimore’s introduction to the first edition of Political
Shakespeare he acknowledged frankly some of the shared concerns of both
cultural materialism and new historicism. Starting out from Marx’s percep-
tion that ‘men and women make their own history but not in conditions of
their own choosing’, he went on to observe the tension between the two parts
of this statement: the one privileging human agency, and the other emphasis-
ing ‘the formative power of social and ideological structures which are both
prior to experience and in some sense determining of it’.19

To some extent Political Shakespeare might be read as a rapprochement
between two allied but quite distinct methodolgies in that prominent new his-
toricists such as Stephen Greenblatt and Leonard Tennenhouse contributed to
the collection. But later in the introduction Dollimore went on to articulate a
crucial difference between the two approaches. Whereas Greenblatt had come
retrospectively to a realisation that his own perspective was implicated in the
very process of historical enquiry, cultural materialism had insisted from the
very outset that the interpretation of historical data and the perspective from
which it is undertaken are inextricably intertwined:
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Explicitness about one’s own perspective and methodology become unavoidable in
materialist criticism and around this issue especially: as textual, historical,
sociological and theoretical analysis are drawn together, the politics of the practice
emerges.20

This entails a major shift from questions of received aesthetic value with their
focus upon forms of consumption such as taste toward an emphasis on ques-
tions of practice and sites of production. In this, the specificity of Dollimore
and Sinfield’s project harmonises with Raymond Williams’ exhortation ‘to
discover the nature of a practice and then its conditions’.21 In the case of
Shakespeare this means paying much more detailed attention to the theatre as
an institution within which certain kinds of meanings circulated and to liter-
ature as a practice. But, as Sinfield argues in an essay added to the second
edition of Political Shakespeare (1994), it also involves highlighting ‘the
modes of cultural construction that (re)produce the patterns of authority and
deference in our societies (including the prestigious discourses of high
culture)’.22 Sinfield also identifies here a second project, very much present
both in the first edition of Political Shakespeare, and in Dollimore’s own path-
breaking monograph of 1984, Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power
in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries, but subjected to much
wider subsequent scrutiny. This involves the theorisation of ‘the scope for dis-
sidence’ as a response to those (re)produced patterns of authority and defer-
ence in our societies.23 The question of dissidence, which distinguishes
cultural materialism from new historicism, is one to which we shall return
shortly, especially in connection with the practice of reading.

In his survey volume, British Post-Structuralism Since 1968 (1988), Antony
Easthope suggests that in the re-founding of literary studies it was not surpris-
ing that ‘Shakespeare and Renaissance literature should become a main arena
for contestation since it represents the hegemonic centre of conventional liter-
ary criticism’.24 However, and more problematically, Easthope identifies a
group consisting of Francis Barker (The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on
Subjection, 1984), Jonathan Dollimore, John Drakakis, Alan Sinfield, Peter
Stallybrass and Allon White (The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, 1986)
as ‘British Renaissance Foucauldians’ strongly influenced by the work of
Stephen Greenblatt, but both Marxist in its focus upon ‘mode of production
as real centre of the social and discursive formation’, and also ‘post-
structuralist on the British model in its concern with the subject as a subject
of discourse constituted in a subjectivity that is ineradicably historical’.25 It is
indeed the case that Barker’s The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on
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Subjection was, in the main, Foucauldian in its concentration upon discontin-
uous subjectivity.26 Moreover, Barker’s concern with a revolutionary moment
in English history which brought the bourgeois subject into existence does not
depart significantly from a classic Marxist conception of periodisation. This
is also the case with Dollimore’s more wide-ranging treatment of the drama
of Shakespeare and his contemporaries in Radical Tragedy. Dollimore’s
concern with subjectivity also draws, in part, on the work of Louis Althusser,
but there is a strong Brechtian influence in the concern with contradiction and
the way in which it informs both social process and identity.27 In addition,
Dollimore takes very much more seriously than most the view that the pro-
duction of ideas themselves has material effects; consequently his emphasis
on the practice of producing knowledge (philosophy), though occasionally
misunderstood by his critics as a retreat into idealism, is, in fact, perfectly
consistent with the legacy that cultural materialism inherited from Raymond
Williams. In fact, the studied eclecticism of Dollimore’s own complex posi-
tion is mapped out in his introduction to the second edition of Radical
Tragedy (1989). Here he re-affirms the tenets of a materialist criticism as one
that ‘attends to non-canonical texts and offers different conceptions of (for
instance) human identity, cultural, social and historical process, as well as the
activity of criticism itself’.28 In a brief discussion of J. W. Lever’s The Tragedy
of State (1987), he distinguishes between an idealist commitment to the neces-
sity of suffering and conflict in Tragedy (as exemplified in George Steiner’s
The Death of Tragedy, 1961), and Lever’s own commitment to these catego-
ries as contingent, ‘the effect of social and historical forces focused in state
power’.29 His re-statement of the ‘subversion-containment’ debate is an issue
that will be dealt with in more detail shortly, but his emphasis on the signifi-
cance of the concept of marginality extends the discussion that had earlier
appeared in Political Shakespeare (1985). Dollimore remarks upon the
emphasis that many contributors to that volume had given to marginality, to
that which the dominant power occludes but upon which it depends for its
own self-definition, and that points towards the symbolic centrality of all that
is marginal.30 But he goes on to insist that materialist theory ‘rejects those
ideologies which sustain the belief in an ultimate separation between the
political, historical and social, on the one hand, and the subjective and spiri-
tual on the other’.31 He aligns himself with the projects of Francis Barker (The
Tremulous Private Body) and Catherine Belsey (The Subject of Tragedy, 1985)
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in challenging ‘the traditional reading of character, human nature and indi-
vidual identity as they are found in studies of Shakespeare, of Renaissance lit-
erature and, more generally still, in the practice of English Studies’.32

Dollimore’s more audacious claim was that Renaissance drama itself had sub-
jected the conception of ‘God’ to sceptical interrogation to the point that it
‘“deconstructed” providential legitimation’ and, in the process, ‘de-centred’
man.33 The resultant ‘discoherences’ were what traditional forms of criticism
habitually filtered out of consideration. But up to a point, he argues, ‘we can
say that post-structuralism re-discovered what the Renaissance already knew:
that identity is powerfully – one might say essentially – informed by what is
not’, and that this perception is a direct consequence of subsequent critiques
of humanist conceptions of identity.34 In this Dollimore appears to depart sig-
nificantly from the residual humanism that prevailed in the work of Raymond
Williams. But we shall see when we return to the question of agency, that cul-
tural materialism redefines the contours of a radical humanism as a possible
outcome rather than as an impulse to transformation, since it remains within
the parameters of a broad critique of the factors that govern subjectivity. In
response to the question of why Radical Tragedy draws so much attention to
the de-centring of the subject, he argues:

if essentialist humanism involves a fundamental misrepresentation of literature and
history, it does so in part with an ideology of a trans-historical human nature and an
autonomous subjectivity, the second being an instantiation of the first; in short a
metaphysics of identity occludes historical and social process. A critique of
essentialism is about making history visible both within the subjectivity it informs,
and beyond subjectivity, by, as it were, restoring individuals to history.35

It would be a mistake to read this as a reduction of the role of subjectivity
(pace Althusser) to ‘bearers’ of history, effects of impersonal structures.
Indeed, a little later in the argument he distinguishes between those such as
Walter Cohen in Drama of a Nation: Public Theatre in Renaissance England
and Spain (1985), who insist ‘on the necessity of a totalising aspect, one which
attends more to large historical changes than to issues of subjectivity, margi-
nality and gender’,36 and those like himself who are concerned with the
micro-political investigation of the over-determinations of subjective agency.
To this extent Dollimore acknowledges the legacy of Foucault, but his conten-
tion is that the next level of theoretical enquiry involves the historical chal-
lenging of certain of its orthodoxies, through the deployment of history in
the ‘reading’ of theory and vice versa.37

These two questions of agency and reading are of central importance to
cultural materialism and, along with the concept of dissidence, establish
points of contact with an extant, highly developed and complex British
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Marxist tradition. Let us consider first the vexed question of agency. In his re-
visiting of the problem of ‘base and superstructure’ as it had been conceived
in classical Marxism, Raymond Williams arrived at the conclusion that too
literal and narrow a definition of ‘economic base’ resulted in the relegation to
the ‘superstructure’ of certain crucial productive and reproductive forces. He
argued that ‘[i]f we have the broad sense of productive forces, we look at the
whole question of the base differently, and we are then less tempted to dismiss
as super-structural, and in that sense merely secondary, certain vital produc-
tive social forces, which are in the broad sense, from the beginning, basic’.38 In
a difficult attempt to square the circle Williams wants to hold on to the
concept of ‘superstructure’ in that it enables him to argue that ‘laws, constitu-
tions, theories, ideologies, which are so often claimed as natural or as having
universal validity or significance, simply have to be seen as expressing and rat-
ifying the domination of a particular class’.39 In a practical political sense,
Williams maintains that the class character of a society falls from view if these
claims of the dominant order ‘to universal validity or legitimacy are not
denied and fought’.

As a way of resolving the problem Williams deploys the Gramscian concept
of ‘hegemony’ which he sees as a way of avoiding ‘retreat to an indifferent
complexity’. He argues, ‘In the practice of politics, for example, there are
certain truly incorporated modes of what are nevertheless, within those
terms, real oppositions that are felt and fought out’, and he concludes:

The existence of the possibility of opposition and of its articulation, its degree of
openness, and so on, again depends on very precise social and political forces. The
facts of alternative and oppositional forms of social life and culture, in relation to
the effective and dominant culture, have then to be recognised as subject to historical
variation, and as having sources which are very significant as a fact about the
dominant culture itself.40

His formulation of the synchronic structure of culture involving a tripartite
tension between ‘dominant’, ‘residual’ and ‘emergent’ forces, where past
and new practices and meanings are incorporated into the dominant values
and practices of the present, reinforces a sense of the present as a site of
potential contest particularly at those junctures where the process of incor-
poration is incomplete or breaks down. These moments yield surpluses of
meaning, thereby offering the prospect of limited social transformation.
However, here the distinction between ‘alternative’ and ‘oppositional’
becomes important. Williams defines the former as ‘someone who simply
finds a different way to live and wishes to be left alone with it’, and the latter
as ‘someone who finds a different way to live and wants to change the society
in its light’.41
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It is this latter category that raises problems insofar as it lays claim to a
morality that underpins practice. In a partly Lacanian critique of cultural
materialism, Scott Wilson seeks to establish a connection between dissident
challenge to the symbolic order and what he calls ‘the imaginarily sustained
subject’, and an encounter with ‘the real’ where the imaginary and the sym-
bolic are rejected tout court and which is the place, he argues, ‘where subver-
sion or dissidence, receives its dynamic energy’.42 Wilson’s claim (and it is as
much a critique as a claim) is that cultural materialism does not encounter the
Lacanian ‘real’ because it is ‘first, an inherently moral, even theological,
concept, and second, it delimits a restricted economy’. Wilson goes on:

The mutual reinforcement of the moral and the material is implied by the double
meaning available to the term ‘good’. For cultural materialism it is ultimately always
a question of the good (or bad) production, distribution and consumption of good
goods; good signs, good meanings, positive identities; or bad, ideological signs,
cultural tokens, negative images, and so on. Yet dissidence has as much to do with the
negativity activated by the traumatic encounter with the real, as with positive
discursive struggle.43

Wilson seems here to be arguing that the commitment of cultural materialism
to the theory of sign production is insufficiently constructivist, that its con-
cerns are residually positivistic rather than enthusiastically poststructuralist.
Moreover, in his wish to deploy George Bataille’s radical emphasis upon the-
ories of consumption as opposed to the Marxist theory of production, he
neglects Raymond Williams’ insistence upon ‘class’ as the primary dynamic
force in society.

Cultural materialism, while focusing on the primary question of produc-
tion, expands the analysis of dynamic force to include, more directly than
Williams had done, questions of gender and race. It is here that the debt to
Foucault is perhaps most clearly in evidence, and it is here that the dynamic
operations of power in the strong Foucauldian sense of the term are explored.
What Wilson brings into question is the ‘material’ base of materialism, that
is, its preoccupation with the questions of production and reproduction of
social relations. By contrast, cultural materialism would regard the essentially
relational nature of the forces and relations of production as something that
could not easily be collapsed in its entirety into discourse. Nor would it
concede that the encounter with the Lacanian ‘real’, in the orthodox doctrinal
sense that Wilson wishes to deploy, was anything more than a bourgeois exis-
tential luxury of limited explanatory force. Agency, therefore, in cultural
materialism remains structural, and political intention remains collectivist,
notwithstanding the contingent complexities of the social formation itself.
What Wilson dismisses as the ‘moral’ element of cultural materialism is
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nothing other than the ‘emergent’, that which struggles to come into being
despite the tendencies of the dominant order to incorporate it into existing
structures. In the theoretical model proposed by Raymond Williams, political
struggle was both an effect of structure and the consequence of actually lived
social experience; and its objectives were to secure justice, equality and
freedom. While the poststructuralist element in cultural materialism as it
developed included a critique of essentialist humanism, and while it ques-
tioned the Enlightenment myth of progress, it did not relinquish a conviction
that desire was generated by the processes of selectivity and occlusion, and
that this provided a mechanism for the movements of history itself. The space
where these conflicts are fought out is in the realm of representations, in
‘culture’ itself and its multiform manifestations, and, although the mecha-
nisms are recognisably dialectical, there is never any guarantee of complete
and total transformation. It is the anxieties of the present that serve to focus
attention upon the past, not for the purpose of locating re-assuring certain-
ties, but in order to establish differences within whose structures some form of
provisional ‘truth’ may be located as a basis for future action.

These important qualifications notwithstanding, the emphasis upon con-
tingency in cultural materialism demands to be seen within the context of
Marxism, even if it is a Marxism that has been forced to address the conse-
quences for its own practice of poststructuralist theories of signification and
representation. Cultural materialism does not commit itself to any naive or
uncritical understanding of the existence of an external physical world, but
nor does it abandon entirely a ‘realism’ grounded in the conviction that at the
root of all production, and the reproduction of the relations of production, is
a series of complexly determined relations which it is the purpose of the dom-
inant power to secure. Where it departs significantly from the ‘base–super-
structure’ model is in the emphasis it places, pace Althusser, upon ‘the point
of view of reproduction’.44 The production of meanings and values is invari-
ably connected with the history of their reproduction. Consequently ‘the real’
is always perceived in terms of a series of relations, rather than in Lacanian
terms as a point beyond symbolisation altogether. As Sinfield observes in the
second edition of Political Shakespeare (1994), the objective was to ‘construct
a model of cultural production that did not fall into the determinism that had
influenced earlier Marxist theories’.45 Of course, as Raymond Williams had
argued, there are two opposed meanings of ‘determine’, the one emanating
from metaphysical accounts of the world, and the other emanating from a
Marxist account that focuses on the material complexity of human activity. In
resisting the language of external causation, Williams appeals to what he calls
‘the experience of social practice’ where determination involves ‘setting
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limits, exerting pressures’.46 This permits precisely the kind of flexibility
towards which Sinfield’s formulation works, and it involves a much more
active engagement in the sphere of cultural activity than earlier, more
mechanical notions of determinism might suggest.

Where new historicism is primarily descriptive in its procedures, even
though it is self-consciously so, cultural materialism is interventionist as well
as descriptive. Despite Isobel Armstrong’s stringent critique of its early pessi-
mism,47 from the outset cultural materialism has always emphasised a prac-
tice of resistant reading, of reading literary and critical texts against the grain
in order to disclose their contradictions or their occlusions, but it has also
sought to emphasise the ways in which reactionary meanings and values have
been proliferated and sustained. Two concepts that are crucial to its textual
practice are ‘dissidence’ and ‘resistant reading’.

In his book, Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the Politics of Dissident
Reading (1992), Alan Sinfield proposes to deploy the term ‘dissidence’ in pref-
erence to either ‘transgression’ or ‘subversion’.48 His reasons for doing so
become clearer in a later chapter where he argues:

There can be no security in textuality: no scriptor can control the reading of his or
her text. And when, in any instance, either incorporation or resistance turns out to be
the more successful, that is not in the nature of things. It is because of their relative
strengths in that situation.49

Sinfield derives dissidence from the system itself, and in this important respect
he rejects both the new historicist concern with strategies of incorporation, or
the possibility that dissident energy derives from some human impulse.
Similarly, Jonathan Dollimore challenges the new historicist deployment of
the subversion–containment model of the operations of power, even though,
unlike Sinfield, he holds on to the terms ‘transgression’ and ‘subversion’. In
his Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to Foucault (1991), he raises
three objections: (i) that subversion and transgression ‘necessarily presuppose
the law, but they do not thereby necessarily ratify the law’; (ii) that the agency
of change presupposed by the theory of containment is ‘too subjective and a
critierion of success too total’, that is to say that agency in this model ‘is
usually assumed to be a local or a limited one, and often subjectivist or vol-
untarist’; (iii) that containment theory, like radical humanism, ‘overlooks the
part played by contradiction and dislocation in the mutually reactive process
of transgression and its control’.50 In his focus on the role of ideology in
smoothing over contradiction, Dollimore seeks to uncover what he calls ‘the
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contingency of the social’, and this can only be done in part ‘by disarticulat-
ing or disaligning existing ideological configurations’ in such a way that the
process of making meanings cohere is reversed; his term for this reversal is
‘discoherence’, whereby ‘meanings are returned to circulation, thereby
becoming more vulnerable to appropriation, transformation, and re-incorpo-
ration in new configurations’.51 Because subjectivity is rooted in the practice
of ideology, the purpose of such a process of disarticulation, disalignment
and subsequent re-making and re-articulation, is emphatically not to return
subjectivity to an essential humanism whether that be radical or otherwise. It
is for this reason that cultural materialism has interested itself in the contra-
dictory process of the formation of the subject, and in this it proposes a very
clear break with the radical humanism of Raymond Williams.

The focus on the textuality of cultural production, however, develops
further Raymond Williams’ project of disclosing ‘the specific historical condi-
tions in which institutions are organised by textualities’, by insisting not only
that these now be addressed in their historical specificity, but also, beginning
from what Sinfield believes is a position that has scandalised literary criticism,
‘that meaning is not adequately deducible from the text-on-the-page’. Louis
Montrose has noted that a feature of the poststructuralist focus upon
‘history’ is what he calls a chiastic reciprocity: ‘the historicity of texts and the
textuality of history’.52 As Sinfield makes very clear in a response to certain
feminist anxieties about what he calls ‘the derogation of the individual in cul-
tural materialism’, poststructuralism has done much to obscure what he calls
‘the importance of collectivities and social location’.53 What remains impor-
tant is to resist the new historicist preoccupation with structural homology
which, he argues, ‘discovers synchronic structural connectedness without
determination, sometimes without pressure or tension’,54 in favour of a dissi-
dent identity that arises from the individual’s involvement ‘in a milieu, a sub-
culture’. It is through this Gramscian strategy that ‘plausible oppositional
preoccupations’ might be generated,55 and it allows Sinfield to hold on to the
poststructuralist awareness of textuality while at the same time addressing the
implausibility of its totalising claims. In this context ‘fault-lines’ are those dis-
cernible moments when the fissures in ideology become visible, necessitating
either radical change, or the production of a new narrative designed to
smooth over the disclosed contradiction.

We can now begin to see a little more clearly how ‘dissidence’ is connected
to forms of ‘reading’. The refusal of any aspect of the dominant in any aspect
of the cultural formation is not something subjective or voluntarist in its
being the product of individuals, but structural with the proviso that Sinfield
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lays down. Moreover, unlike the historicist argument that underwrites an
Enlightenment ethic of progress, neither dissidence nor its outcome can be
pre-judged. In this the influence of Foucault’s laws of the tactical polyvalence
of discourse may be discerned, in which power may incorporate resistance
into its structures, or that resistance may provide the basis for a departure
from its structures.56 As Terence Hawkes has observed, meanings are made
through social interaction in determinate conditions, the corollary being that
they can be unmade or re-made; the coherent narratives that our cultural
institutions fabricate in order to sustain themselves are, by definition, selec-
tive. If meaning is irreducibly social then, as Hawkes concludes, there can be
‘no final, essential or “real” meaning at the end of it. There is no end. There is
only and always the business of “meaning by”’.57 Sinfield adds to this the
observation that cultural materialism undertakes to ‘review those institutions
that re-tell the Shakespeare stories, and will attempt also a self-consciousness
about its own situation within those institutions’.58 Beyond that, both Sinfield
and Dollimore have extended this remit to cover a wide variety of cultural nar-
ratives, not simply in order to produce ‘different readings’, but as Sinfield
himself puts it, ‘to shift the criteria of plausibility’.59

More recently cultural materialist work has extended into the arena of
gender politics and queer theory. Although Political Shakespeare addressed
the issue of gender in some of the essays it contained, questions of sexual
orientation did not figure in the editors’ Foreword. However, in Dollimore’s
Sexual Dissidence (1991), and in Sinfield’s Cultural Politics – Queer Reading
(1994) and The Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde, and the Queer
Moment (1994), these issues are fully and explicitly addressed. Towards the
end of Sexual Dissidence, Dollimore quotes Ania Loomba and counsels
firmly against an ahistorical account of difference which in the field of post-
colonial studies either devalues or romanticises ‘native insubordination’, or
worse, ‘tends to read colonised subjects through linguistic or psychoanalytical
theories which, for some of us, remain suspiciously and problematically shot
through with ethnocentric assumptions whose transfer to all subalterns is
unacceptable’.60 He extends this concern to consider the ways in which homo-
sexual identity has been articulated historically, and how it may be more pos-
itively perceived as a ‘creative otherness’ rather than as a negative ‘other’.61 In
Cultural Politics – Queer Reading and The Wilde Century, Alan Sinfield

Cultural materialism 57

56 Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New
York: Viking Penguin, 1978), pp. 100–102.

57 Terence Hawkes, Meaning by Shakespeare (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 8.
58 Sinfield, Faultlines, p. 51.
59 Ibid. See also Alan Sinfield, Literature, Politics, and Culture in Postwar Britain (Oxford:

Blackwell, 1989); Cultural Politics – Queer Reading (London: Routledge, 1994); and The Wilde
Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde and the Queer Moment (London: Cassell, 1994); also
Jonathan Dollimore, Death, Desire and Loss in Western Culture (London: Allen Lane The
Penguin Press, 1998). 60 Ibid., p. 329. 61 Dollimore, Sexual Dissidence, p. 332.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



amplifies the history of this notion of negative otherness further through
identifying the ways in which what he calls ‘literary dissidence’ is traditionally
gendered:

Literary dissidence accepts – in the main very gingerly – a touch of the feminine. Its
invocation of a ‘human’ protest depends on a strategic deployment of effeminacy: of
culture against brutality, the spirit against the system, style against purpose, personal
emotion against compulsion. Hence the commonplace that the great writer is
androgynous. There mustn’t be too much of the ‘wrong’ sex, though. The trick in
artistic dissidence is to appropriate sufficient of the radical aura of androgyny,
without more than is necessary of the disabling stigma. The great writer embraces
something of the feminine, it is often said – but not too much.62

The matter of the historical articulations of sexual identity has always been a
feature of cultural materialism whose abiding concern with the detailed study
of cultural politics is both inclusive and challenging. In the concluding
chapter of The Wilde Century, Sinfield states that ‘[t]he ultimate project of
this book is to promote a questioning of the constructions through which we
have been living’.63 While the ‘we’ in this context refers to a specific social
group, the methodologies deployed extend well beyond its stated parameters,
and stand for a dynamic analytical repertoire of distinctive literary, cultural
and political strategies.
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4

New historicism
Duncan Salkeld

New historicism emerged in the early 1980s as a turn to history in literary
studies after the formalisms of New Criticism, structuralism and deconstruc-
tion. The label describes, as Stephen Greenblatt has observed in Learning to
Curse (1990), ‘less a set of beliefs than the trajectory’ of related materialist,
Marxist and feminist critical practices as they seek to interpret literary works
amid the complexities of their own historical moment.1 An American
counterpart to British cultural materialism, its influence has been felt mainly
in Renaissance studies, and, to a lesser extent, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century studies of the novel and Romanticism.2 Its Renaissance practitioners
draw upon diverse strands in modern critical theory (especially Foucault and
Althusser), upon the work of cultural historians (by Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie, Carlo Ginzburg, Natalie Zemon Davis) and on social anthropology
(especially Clifford Geertz), in order to read across the boundaries of litera-
ture and history. So far as it is possible to generalise about such a vast and
varied field, new historicists seek to identify hitherto unacknowledged con-
texts of semiotic exchange between literary and cultural history.

Characteristically self-conscious in method, new historicist criticism fre-
quently voices an acute awareness of its own procedural difficulties. A
key problem, for example, has to do with what kind of sense may, indeed
should, be made of the materials of literature and history. New historicism
represents a sustained negotiation of those complex cultural, textual and
political forces which intervene between past and present, then and now. Its
central problem has thus to do with distanciation. On the one hand, the past
must be minimally intelligible for history to bear any meaning at all; on the
other hand, intelligibility always remains relative to the conditions in which
interpretations are made. To give an example, early on in Plautus’ Bacchides,
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Pistoclerus shakes his fists at Parasite, who has pounded the door almost off
its hinges:

pistoclerus (roaring): By the Lord, that face of yours is precious close to a
calamity, the way these toothcrackers here are itching!3

The Plautine Latin for ‘toothcrackers’ in this line is ‘dentifrangibula’. The
joke translates across more than two thousand years of cultural and semantic
change. Getting a joke means getting a culture’s language games and here, in
Plautus, connecting via language with the laughter of the past. Any such con-
nection – indeed any reading of history – depends upon the translatability of
the past into the present.4 But translation is never a straightforward process.
As Greenblatt, the most prominent of new historicist critics, points out in his
essay ‘Learning to Curse’, when Caliban, in Shakespeare’s The Tempest,
promises to fetch Stefano and Trinculo ‘scamels from the rock’, no one yet
knows what the word ‘scamels’ means.5 Such ‘opacity’ he takes as resonant of
the loss of an entire culture: if the cursing ‘savage’ Caliban is Shakespeare’s
type of New World Indian, he is also the dramatist’s most eloquent sign of a
sixteenth-century ‘linguistic colonialism’ of Western European over Indian
speech: ‘And so most of the people of the New World will never speak to us.
That communication, with all that we might have learned, is lost to us
forever.’6 Language games may bear dark histories which reach beyond the
aesthetic structure of the work of art. Greenblatt’s is a new historicist reading
insofar as it finds the play voicing certain powerful historical moves, audible
only in the stumbling eloquence of the half-human monster Caliban. The
question of how to construe the meanings of the past while respecting their
difference leads therefore to more complex considerations of power as lan-
guage, culture and ideology come into conflict with one another. New histor-
icist use of example and anecdote to illustrate the repressive effects of
discourse across a range of literary and non-literary genres reminds that no
single answer to that question may pretend to finality.

Historicising Shakespeare and the Renaissance

Historical studies of literature are a comparatively recent development,
having long been regarded as unnecessary. In the shadow of Coleridge and
Romantic literary theory, early twentieth-century critics like H. H. Furness,
E. E. Stoll and Mark Van Doren regarded Shakespeare’s genius as transcend-
ing mere contingencies of early modern politics or history, a view F. R. Leavis
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applied to others he considered ‘great writers’. A divergent group of critics,
including H. B. Charlton, J. Dover Wilson, Alfred Hart, E. M. W. Tillyard and
Lily B. Campbell maintained, however, that since Shakespeare was essentially
a Renaissance Man, his works ‘reflect’ or ‘picture’ their ‘historical back-
ground’ – the beliefs, ideas and attitudes of his time.7 Informative as these
critics were, they tended to assume a clear distinction between fiction and
reality, regarding history largely as a realm of objectively ascertained facts,
truths and moral universals. Some, like Tillyard, ascribed Shakespeare’s dis-
tinctiveness to his ability to grasp an entire conceptual scheme (an
Elizabethan world picture). Others, like Campbell, stressed the Leavisite per-
manence of his moral vision. With the benefit of theoretical hindsight,
however, recent historicists regard the idea that literature should mirror a his-
torical background of objective facts or moral truths as ideologically posi-
tioned and seriously limiting. Instead, they treat literary works (including
Shakespeare’s) as plural, constructed by differing social discourses whose
vocabularies intersect to constitute the text.8 New historicism, at its most
supple, seeks out different, occasionally surprising, conjunctures of historical
and literary vocabulary as they render power visible and enable marginal or
unheard voices to emerge. Although new historicists borrow quite freely from
diverse works in cultural history, Marxism, psychoanalysis, theories of lan-
guage and semiotics, the two key influences behind this approach to literature
are the French historian of discourse Michel Foucault and the American social
anthropologist Clifford Geertz.

The emergence of new historicism

Foucault argued, in studies of the histories of madness, medicine, representa-
tion, punishment and sexuality, that socially organising vocabularies (‘dis-
courses’) voiced and guaranteed by powerful institutions, have constituted the
body of knowledge which constitutes western subjectivity. Such analyses,
each conducted from Foucault’s Nietzschean perspective of knowledge as
more or less identical with power, were absorbed by left-inclined literary
critics in conjunction with other works of Marxist literary theory, including
Mikhail Bakhtin’s Rabelais and his World (English edn. 1968) and Pierre
Macherey’s A Theory of Literary Production (1966), to form a complex base
for the literary theorisation of class, power, body and text.9 Translated into
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English throughout the sixties and seventies, Foucault’s work thus not quite
single-handedly set the agenda for subsequent studies of early modern litera-
ture. Foucault argued that those centralising, masterful discourses operative
throughout history routinely denied a voice to the socially rejected – the mad
or the criminal – in ways which the historian of discourse and, indeed, the lit-
erary critic might trace. To this extent, such historicising literary studies of
early modern madness, violence and vagrancy as Carol Thomas Neely’s
‘Documents in Madness’ (1996), Karin S. Coddon’s ‘Suche Strange Desygns’
(1989), Francis Barker’s The Culture of Violence (1993) and William C.
Carroll’s Fat King, Lean Beggar (1996) all trace established Foucauldian
themes.10

The term ‘new historicism’ was coined in 1982 by Greenblatt to character-
ise a collection of Renaissance essays he had edited.11 Two years earlier, he had
published his landmark study, Renaissance Self-Fashioning, a scrupulously
written book whose thesis, that subjectivities in the English Renaissance were
complexly and publicly wrought only to be self-cancelled in murder or execu-
tion, bore subtle resonances with Foucault’s work.12 In the late seventies and
early eighties, a number of studies including Stephen Orgel and Roy Strong’s
Inigo Jones: The Theatre of the Stuart Court, Orgel’s Illusion of Power,
Franco Moretti’s ‘“A huge eclipse”: Tragic Form and the Deconsecration of
Authority’ and Louis Montrose’s ‘The Purpose of Playing’ focused upon the
conditions, paradoxes and contradictions of power in Tudor and Stuart liter-
ature.13 The British critic Derek Longhurst, in his 1982 article ‘Not For All
Time But of an Age’, argued for an approach to Shakespeare which gave
careful historical attention to ‘contemporary concepts of order, authority,
kingship, nature, women, marriage and the family, justice and law, usury,
religious beliefs, reason etc’. In 1985 Greenblatt contributed to Political
Shakespeare, a volume edited by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, in
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which the editors outlined a now familiar three-stage process organising
power relations across literary and non-literary Renaissance texts alike: con-
solidation, subversion and containment. Greenblatt’s contribution, ‘Invisible
Bullets’, illustrated this process by arguing that Prince Hal, in Henry IV, Part
1, actively creates a carnivalesque subversiveness only to contain it and so
confirm the power of the monarchy, a process simultaneously identifiable in
the colonialist narrative of Thomas Harriot written after his encounter with
the natives of Virginia in the New World. Such a ‘strong containment’ thesis
has been taken as distinguishing new historicism from the more liberatory
left-wing political edge of British cultural materialism. However, in the 1994
second edition of Political Shakespeare, Dollimore states that Political
Shakespeare was initially considered as ‘an exploratory alliance’ between the
two critical perspectives, adding that it little matters how they coincide or
diverge. After all, he avers, cultural materialism has always shared the new
historicist concern to confront ‘the forces which prevent change’.14

A poetics of culture

In ‘Towards a Poetics of Culture’ (Learning to Curse), Greenblatt professed
that he had never intended to start a critical movement, indeed that he was
‘giddy with amazement’ at the way its (oxymoronic) name so rapidly caught
on. Equally rapidly, he dropped it in favour of an earlier, more synchronic for-
mulation of criticism as ‘cultural poetics’. The phrase ‘a poetics of culture’
appears mid-way through the introduction to Renaissance Self-Fashioning,
after Greenblatt has cited Geertz and others as major influences for this ‘more
cultural or anthropological criticism’. Geertz’s notion of anthropology as
‘thick description’, the sustained reading of a culture’s slightest signs, informs
Greenblatt’s close attention to semiotic and textual detail. Anthropology
shares with historiography a similar (though not identical) problem of distan-
ciation. The task of ethnography, Geertz stated in Works and Lives, is to
‘enlarge the possibility of intelligible discourse between people quite different
from one another in interest, outlook, wealth, and power, and yet contained
in a world where tumbled as they are into endless connection, it is increasingly
difficult to get out of each other’s way’.15 The same year, Greenblatt opened
Shakespearean Negotiations with the statement: ‘I began with the desire to
speak with the dead . . . and if I knew that the dead could not speak, I was
nonetheless certain that I could re-create a conversation with them . . . for the
dead had contrived to leave textual traces of themselves, and those traces
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make themselves heard in the voices of the living.’16 Spectrality aside,
Greenblatt’s ‘anthropological’ historicism has continued to seek synchronic,
spatial ways of theorising ‘the poetics of culture’. Shakespearean
Negotiations largely follows chronology in readings of the history plays via
Thomas Harriot’s colonialist Brief and True Reporte; Twelfth Night via
Renaissance hermaphroditism; Harsnett’s source for King Lear alongside the
discourse of exorcism; and Measure For Measure and The Tempest through
ecclesiatical manipulations of anxiety. It is structured, however, by the some-
what enigmatic concept of ‘a circulation of social energy’, Greenblatt’s con-
strual of the rhetorical force which sustains the manipulation, negotiation,
transformation and exchange of cultural artefacts between discursive and
aesthetic spheres.

This vocabulary of circulation and exchange, elaborated in ‘Towards a
Poetics of Culture’, has invited criticism from the left that new historicism
represents at best an acceptance of the fact of capitalism, and at worst a
capitulation to ‘money and prestige’. But if Greenblatt has resisted both
Marxist (Jameson’s) and postmodern (Lyotard’s) conflations of the aesthetic
and the social, a conflation literally embodied, he argues, by Ronald Reagan,
B-movie actor and President of the United States (‘Towards a Poetics of
Culture’), this is ultimately to preserve a materialist perspective on the liter-
ary. His introduction to Learning to Curse squarely confronts that dichot-
omy by comparing Edmund Scott’s sadistic account, in 1606, of the torture
and murder of a Chinese ‘spy’ with the fictional torture of the unnamed Jew
in Nashe’s The Unfortunate Traveller, published in 1593. The fictionality or
non-fictionality of these descriptions, Greenblatt points out, fundamentally
alters our ‘ethical relation to the text’, and a rigorous criticism must be able
to account for such imperatives. Hence, Greenblatt’s critical practice has
been to seek ‘a new set of terms’, able to capture effects of resonance, wonder
and the marvellous, as they trace out the ‘oscillation’ of works of art between
zones and demarcations of language. So it is, he writes with Giles Gunn, that
‘in certain circumstances literature may pull quite sharply against interest
and ideology, may even function precisely as their opposite’.17 Such comment
hardly amounts to what one critic has described as an end-of-history
‘worship of the market’, since it presents no more than a pragmatic refusal to
have one’s position contained in advance by ideological dogma. Charges of
capitalist recidivism appear all the more ironic after the British Press her-
alded Greenblatt’s general editorship of The Norton Shakespeare (based on
the Oxford edition) as a full-scale unreconstructed Marxist coup d’etat over
everything sacredly Shakespearean. Robert Smallwood and Rex Gibson
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sounded the alarm, warning that ‘neo-Marxists’ were now resurgent. An
unnamed source was quoted as saying it was like ‘ushering the wolf into the
nursery’.18

Feminist responses and dissenting voices

Feminist approaches to early modern literature have maintained a cautious,
somewhat sceptical dialogue with new historicism while sharing its concern
to recover the marginal, excluded and the oppressed. The first ostensibly fem-
inist collection of Shakespeare criticism, The Woman’s Part (1980), engaged
only tangentially with history. Juliet Dusinberre’s Shakespeare and the Nature
of Women (1975) maintained that Reformation Christianity broadly culti-
vated domestic equality between the sexes. In Women and the English
Renaissance: Literature and the Nature of Womankind, 1540–1620 (1984),
however, Linda Woodbridge argued that Renaissance culture tended to accept
and endorse ‘male dominance’. Lisa Jardine’s Still Harping on Daughters:
Women and Drama in the age of Shakespeare (1983) took something of a ‘via
media’ between these polarities, arguing that women experienced an
increased domestic responsibility under Puritanism proportionate to their
decline in power.19 Such pioneering studies, however, underlined the need for
close, nuanced investigations into the historical situations and experiences of
women in Renaissance society and literature. In ‘The Patriarchal Bard’,
Kathleen McLuskie argued, somewhat in line with Woodbridge, that the
emotional organisation of King Lear is so structured against its women char-
acters as virtually to preclude any feminist reading of the play at all. Whereas
Dollimore in Radical Tragedy had pointed out that critical homiles on the
play’s evocations of pity mask the fact that Lear only pities other ‘poor, bare,
forked rascals’ once he himself has experienced their destitution, McLuskie
sees pity as violently exacted by the play’s determinedly masculine structure.20

Ann Thompson, in an essay under the title ‘Are There Any Women in King
Lear?’, finds no easy answer to the question but exhorts feminist critics not to
give up on the play altogether.21

A study that more than meets that challenge is Janet Adelman’s richly
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rewarding Suffocating Mothers (1992) which carefully historicises its mainly
psychoanalytic perspective on Shakespeare, and argues that Lear’s identifica-
tion of Goneril as ‘a disease within my flesh’, his exclamation ‘hysterica
passio’ and his many allusions to women’s bodies, all articulate dark, anxious
fantasies of repressed maternal origins crucially felt within himself. The
‘presence of the female’ resides, Lear finds, within his own body.22 Feminists
have criticised new historicism for its reluctance to draw gender distinctions,
and hence sought to widen the terms of debate. In ‘Are We Being Historical
Yet?’ Carolyn Porter finds attention has been too narrowly paid to ‘one set of
discourses’ which make up the ‘dominant ideology’ within literary texts, and
in her follow-up article, ‘History and Literature’, she argues that resistant
voices themselves should be read as ‘multivoiced’, neither wholly oppositional
nor wholly contained. As if by way of answer to Porter’s question, Lisa
Jardine’s Reading Shakespeare Historically presents just about as historical a
study of literature as one could hope for. Her first chapter on Othello, ‘Why
Should He Call Her Whore?’, focuses on the private situation in which
Desdemona rejects Iago’s imputations that she is a strumpet. As Jardine dem-
onstrates from cases in the Durham Ecclesiastical Court archive, public defa-
mation, or slander, could become ‘an actuality’ if not repudiated publicly.
Words could easily grade into illocutionary ‘events’ if not openly denied since
competing accounts of fault and blame required resolution within the com-
munity. Jardine’s point is that this historical condition shapes words into
events in Othello. Desdemona’s protestations of innocence are made in
private (unlike Bianca’s) and once public doubt has hardened into certainty,
she dies ‘a whore’s death for all her innocence’.23 Traced across both historical
and literary texts, Jardine argues, is a kind of ontological dynamic which
governs historical agency, a dynamic made visible in the juridical status of
defamatory speech in the Renaissance. The critic cannot restore agency to the
female character, but may, she claims, ‘retrieve’ a recognition of the performa-
tive nature of slander against women, by locating the ‘technical defamation’
at stake in Othello. For Jardine, ‘retrieval’ describes the way in which the her-
meneutic circle between past and present is closed. Her complaint against new
historicists like Greenblatt is that when they undertake similar projects of
retrieval, they tend to accept as given Renaissance codes of sexuality in which
women are subjected. Criticism of Hamlet, Jardine argues, has unquestion-
ingly accepted Hamlet’s disgust at his mother: ‘Gertrude’s sexuality even con-
vinces herself of her guilt.’ Feminist historicism, then, must provide a
sustained critique of the ‘political tendency to deny responsibility for the
oppressed . . . and to transfer to them culpability for their own predicament’.24
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Similar ethical commitments sustain those seeking to lend a voice to gay
and lesbian experience in the past. Jonathan Goldberg’s Sodometries and
Bruce R. Smith’s Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England (1991) both
offer powerfully argued, detailed readings of homoeroticism in works by
Wyatt, Spenser, Marlowe, Shakespeare and others. Valerie Traub, following
Alan Bray’s claim that lesbianism is invisible in Renaissance history and liter-
ature, has argued persuasively that its effacement is registered in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, as the intimate Hermia–Helena relationship
becomes increasingly occluded by the Lysander–Demetrius plot, and eventu-
ally mourned once the play converts elegiacally to heterosexual order in mar-
riage. More recently, Catherine Belsey has shown, in ‘Cleopatra’s Seduction’,
that the boys on Cleopatra’s barge, like the putti in Renaissance paintings,
participate subtly in the depiction of female seductiveness.

If feminist criticism has only partially assimilated new historicist para-
digms, others have rejected them altogether. Broadly speaking, the principal
antagonists have included William Kerrigan, Edward Pechter, Richard
Levin, Brian Vickers and more recently Harold Bloom. Most, if not all, of
these critics have condemned new historicism for its politicising left-wing
commitment, its modish use of theory and its self-conscious, anecdotal
style. But it is fair to say that none of these have substantially met the argu-
ments of theoretical historicism with more convincing claims of their own.
On the other hand, left-wing critics, such as Walter Cohen and Richard
Wilson, have deemed new historicism insufficiently Marxist. Indeed, a com-
mitment to marginality led Barker to conduct a full-scale critique of
Greenblatt in the footnotes to his study of violence in early modern litera-
ture and culture.

Romanticism and the historical turn

Since the publication of Marilyn Butler’s Romantics, Rebels and Reactionaries
(1981), which broke decisively with New Critical, psychoanalytic, ironist and
formalist approaches to Romantic literature, the number of historical studies
of Romanticism has dramatically increased.25 Jerome McGann’s The
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Romantic Ideology (1983) sees the influence of Romantic concepts upon con-
temporary criticism as sustaining an opposition of poetry to ‘the ruins of
history’.26 David Simpson’s study, Wordsworth’s Historical Imagination
(1987), covers the major poems, drawing attention at every turn to their links
with varieties of social discourse on labour and property, agrarianism and
civic virtue, the French Revolution, vagrancy, education and religion. This
book, and his article ‘Literary Criticism and the Return to History’, antici-
pated two major historicist engagements with Romanticism: the collaborative
Rethinking Historicism (1989) and Alan Liu’s magisterial Wordsworth: The
Sense of History (1989). Marjorie Levinson’s chapter ‘The New Historicism:
Back to the Future’, in Rethinking Historicism, contextualises the shift in
Romantic studies towards history and traces in Wordsworth’s sonnet ‘The
world is too much with us’ a series of historical disruptions to its calm aes-
theticism.27 In the 1807 and 1815 editions, Wordsworth removed this poem
from among the political sonnets and relocated it under ‘Miscellaneous’, a
move which Levinson reads as an attempt to dispel its links with history and
politics altogether. She notes that stanzas one to four of the ‘Ode on intima-
tions of mortality’ were completed on the day the Peace of Amiens was
signed, and finds in its wistful ‘whither is fled the visionary gleam?’ a faint
nostalgia for evaporated revolutionary ardour.

Liu stages similar, if more detailed, versions of these arguments. He sees
new historicism generally as a kind of pattern-making formalism, a criticism
so devoted to creating its own ‘picture-perfect’ verbal structure that it lacks
credibility as any reliable guide to the past.28 Liu’s Wordsworth hesitates
repeatedly between the nationalisms of England and France, caught in ‘a pol-
itics of the verge that was neither fully subversive nor contained’.29 His own
mode of historicising Wordsworth mingles formalism, biography and history
with close readings of individual poems. He argues, for example, that
‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge’ records three processes: remembering,
forgetting and recollection. What the poem remembers, he suggests, are those
(for Liu, Anglo-French) ‘troubles and disasters’ mentioned in Dorothy
Wordsworth’s journal in 1802. The poem’s subsequent ‘forgetting’ occurs in
Wordsworth’s later alteration (in the 1807 and 1815 editions) of its date from
1802 to 1803. This alteration removes it from the 1802 political ‘Sonnets ded-
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icated to liberty’. In what Liu describes as a ‘recollection’, visible in the edi-
tions after 1838, Wordsworth remembered and forgot history all over again,
changing the date back to 1802 in the title, and linking his dream of a private
utopia to an awareness of the ‘vox populi’.30 What Liu omits, however, is the
most historically specific entry in Dorothy’s recollections of 1802: ‘It was a
bad hop year. A woman on top of the coach said to me, “It is a sad thing for
poor people, for hop-gathering is the women’s harvest; there is employment
about the hops both for women and children”’.31 But not, the woman implies,
this year. This question of women’s labour, voiced by a woman to a woman,
emerges neither in Wordsworth’s poem nor in Liu’s reading, even as the poem
feminises and eroticises the sleeping metropolis: ‘This city now doth, like a
garment, wear/ The beauty of the morning; silent, bare . . . glittering’. Such
echoes of Herrick contrast with the masculine sun and river and naturalise a
female lack of work into tranquil slumber. Yet behind the poem’s depiction of
a womanly power in abeyance (‘all that mighty heart is lying still’) lie very spe-
cific historical material conditions of poverty and unemployment, disclosed
not by the poet-critic (Wordsworth-Liu) but by the historicising journalist
Dorothy, and her woman fellow-traveller.

Conclusion

Neither a school of critical thought nor a movement – nor indeed even a meth-
odology – new historicism remains difficult, indeed unwilling, to be pinned
down. Unease about its very name even among so-called practitioners war-
rants caution when summarising its concerns. If the subversion–containment
debate is now regarded as sterile, it is yet unclear as to what a more sufficient
and flexible vocabulary for literary-historical analysis would look like. The
anti-humanist drift of much theory associated with Lacan, Althusser and
Foucault – all to some extent precursors of new historicism – has tended to
write off the possibility of human agency, or at least circumscribe it heavily
amid wider structures of language, ideology and discourse. Lisa Jardine’s
work notwithstanding, agency remains a critical problem for those who read
for signs of opposition or contestation. No consensus seems yet to have
emerged as to the ‘After’ which new historicism awaits, though the ethical
considerations it has raised may sustain the dialogue between Marxists,
humanists and feminists in future critical debates.32 But perhaps new
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historicism’s most enduring legacy will be its recognition that languages, dis-
courses, vocabularies – call them what we will – work powerfully as effects
and echoes in cultural history beyond the particular moment of their articu-
lation. And that where those effects and echoes align in the very contingencies
of language – in unexpected contexts, fragments and anecdotes – the inequi-
ties harboured in those discourses are most sharply disclosed.
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5

Fascist politics and literary criticism
Ortwin de Graef,  Dirk De Geest and 

Eveline Vanfraussen

Fascist aesthetics – more precisely, aesthetics informed by fascist conceptions
of nation, society and human essence – is intricately and insidiously bound up
with twentieth-century critical thought. This chapter discusses the origins
and significance of fascist elements in twentieth-century criticism and aes-
thetics. It offers an analysis of theories of art expressive of, or simply receptive
to, fascist ideology, taking the Belgian national context as a case study in the
growth, diffusion and cultural resonance of fascist ideas.

The concept of fascism

The term ‘fascism’ derives its force from an incongruous yet potent mixture
of novelty and imprecision. Arriving on the scene in 1919, Mussolini’s
Fascismo styled itself as a decisive tear in the mottled purple fabric with
which liberal, conservative and socialist ideologies failed to cover the expanse
of the political; it rapidly attained the status of a viable ideological alterna-
tive backed up by a distinct political force whose ‘March on Rome’ in
October 1922 made it the first fascist movement ‘autonomously to “seize”
power’.1 ‘Fascism’ has retained its significance as the name for a distinct, rad-
ically new political phenomenon, notwithstanding the semantic confusion
wrought through its use as a generic term. Paradoxically, the generic term
‘fascism’ still has the performative power of a proper name, despite, on the
one hand, its loose usage as a catch-all label for ‘right-wing’ or even just gen-
erally ‘unpleasant’ ideological beliefs, and, on the other hand, the numerous
exercises in terminological hygiene seeking to distinguish between the
dubious privilege of the proper name and the generic features constituting
the ‘fascist minimum’.2

The problematic status of the generic notion of fascism is typically
thematised with reference to Germany and France. While it is commonly
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assumed that the National-Socialist regime coming into power with Hitler’s
appointment as chancellor in 1933 is a prototypical example of fascism, a
number of scholars have challenged this assumption, either by arguing for a
distinction between movements approximating the Nazi model and move-
ments closer to ‘the Italian fascist pattern’;3 or by suggesting that this differ-
ence is so decisive as to become truly categorical.4 Scholarly debate over
fascism’s historical origins prior to its emergence as a political regime remains
no less unresolved. Here the most prominent bone of contention is arguably
Zeev Sternhell’s thesis that ‘the true cradle of fascism’ must be located in
France.5 ‘The nature of a political ideology’, Sternhell contends, ‘is always
clearer in its aspirations than in its application’, and it is in France, in the
‘great ideological laboratory of the Belle Epoque’, that fascism’s aspirations
found their most sophisticated expression, which also helps to account for the
remarkable proliferation of often highly articulate forms of fascism in France
in the first half of the twentieth century.6

As it is not our intention here to flesh out these important questions of his-
torical and conceptual clarification, we propose to take Roger Griffin’s
attempt to construct an ‘ideal type’ of fascism as our point of reference.
Griffin’s exercise in ‘idealising abstraction’, accompanied as it is by a lucid
account of fascist scholarship, has the considerable advantage of being both
flexible enough to accommodate most informal political uses of the term
(including its application to National Socialism), and sufficiently sensitive to
a broad cultural perspective to allow us to focus on the specific encounter
between fascist politics and literary criticism.7 The central point of Griffin’s
definition is the identification of fascism’s ‘mythic core’ as ‘a palingenetic
form of populist ultra-nationalism’8 (palingenesis meaning ‘rebirth’). In
fascism’s ‘mobilizing vision’ the ‘(perceived) crisis of the nation’ is read as
‘betokening the birth-pangs of a new order’ in which the ‘national commu-
nity’ will rise ‘phoenix-like from the ashes of a morally bankrupt state system
and the decadent culture associated with it’.9 The fascist myth is populist in
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that ‘even if led by small elite cadres or self-appointed “vanguards” . . .
[fascism] depend[s] on “people power” as the basis of [its] legitimacy’; it is
ultra-nationalist in that it goes beyond, ‘and hence reject[s], anything compat-
ible with liberal institutions or with the tradition of Enlightenment human-
ism which underpins them’.10

In this ‘matrix of fascist ideology’, a number of further features receive
varying degrees of emphasis in distinct instances of fascist politics: fascism is
both anti-liberal and anti-conservative but does not essentially style itself as
anti-socialist (rather, it claims to release ‘true’ socialism from its distortion in
communism and recruits its supporters from all classes of society); it favours
charismatic politics centred around the figure of the Leader; it is anti-rational;
it is racist in its ‘celebration of the alleged virtues and greatness of an organi-
cally conceived nation or culture’ yet it does not preclude a form of interna-
tionalism conceived as a ‘bond with fascists in other countries’; lacking a
generally accepted canonical source comparable to the place Marx holds in
socialism, fascism is extremely eclectic; and finally, but decisively, fascism is
totalitarian.11

Indeed, as Sternhell has argued, fascism was ‘the first political system to
call itself totalitarian precisely because it encompassed the whole range of
human activity’, ‘represented a way of life’, and ‘meant to create a new type of
society and a new type of man’.12 This involved, among other things, ‘the
creation of an elaborate machinery for manufacturing consensus through
propaganda and indoctrination’,13 and it is in this respect that fascism’s rela-
tion to art is of paramount importance. For if fascism styles itself as a total
response to what it perceives as a historical crisis, it must also attempt to
control the representations of that crisis and of the recovery it heralds: in
order to achieve total hegemony in the representational field, it must engage
with the actual representational mechanisms involved in the production and
reproduction of, precisely, the ‘aggressive’ style which expresses its ‘new
ethical and aesthetic values’.14 The fact that these values are often systemati-
cally incoherent lends a special urgency to this totalitarian representational
programme and it has been suggested that ‘fascism required an aesthetic over-
production . . . to compensate for, fill in, and cover up its forever unstable ideo-
logical core’.15 To the extent that the practice of representation particularly
pertains to the province of art, then, fascism must also submit art to critical
judgement, and the study of fascism must trace the criteria it employs in this
judgement.
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Aesthetics, literature, literary criticism

The reference to Walter Benjamin’s 1936 characterisation of fascism as an
‘aestheticization of politics’16 has become an almost ritual obligation for
enquiries into the relation between fascism and art. Two major strands may
be discerned in the interpretation of Benjamin’s dictum. The first starts out
from the text Benjamin uses to illustrate his argument, viz. the Italian futurist
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s glorification of war as an experience of aes-
thetic excellence. Taking Marinetti’s judgements in this tract at face value
results in an understanding of fascist aesthetics as a wilfully extremist indul-
gence in violence as modernity’s decisive modulation of Beauty itself.
Although it is not difficult to find suitably shocking instances of fascist aes-
thetic doctrine to support this interpretation, it does tend to reduce the
impact of fascist aesthetics by diagnosing it as an easily identifiable aberration
comfortably alien to the development of true aesthetics. The second strand in
the interpretation of Benjamin’s analysis takes its cue from his insistence that
fascist aesthetics should be read dialectically, that is, with specific attention to
the political and socio-economic processes that determine it. For Benjamin
this involves the recognition that the aesthetic glorification of war, far from
being an idiosyncratic if influential deviation from the norm, is the logical
culmination of the twin processes of massification and proletarisation reveal-
ing the discrepancy between capitalism’s compulsive augmentation of the
means of production and its refusal to radically reorganise the distribution of
wealth: ‘Only war makes it possible to mobilize the entirety of technical
means of the present whilst preserving the property relations.’17

The strength of this diagnosis is that it can think together both the
extremely destructive edge in fascist aesthetics and its manifold alternative
strategies for representing the masses of modernity in accordance with the
projection of a fascist utopia, including its predilection for the monumental,
its obsession with mass rituals, pageants, festivals and exhibitions, its aggres-
sive anti-individualism; in short, its cult of the People as the organic raw
matter with which to refashion the Body Politic after the disillusionment
created by the political crisis. ‘The masses have a right to a change in the prop-
erty relations; fascism seeks an expression of the masses whilst conserving
these relations.’18 Benjamin thus credits fascism with a full-blown aesthetic
ideology (as opposed to a ragbag of halfbaked aesthetic mannerisms), thereby
inviting us to take fascist aesthetics extremely seriously and to recognise its
aggressive populist resurrection of the aura of authenticity and the authority
of genius that, according to Benjamin’s historical-materialist analysis, had
been traditionally associated with art in the past. A similar appeal to take
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fascist aesthetics seriously informs alternative inquiries that trace the fate of
modern aesthetics itself from its critical articulation in the work of Immanuel
Kant, through its reworking by Friedrich Schiller, to its systematic perversion
in the work of Nazi ideologues such as Joseph Goebbels, who notoriously
held that ‘The statesman is an artist, too. The people are for him what stone
is for the sculptor. . . Politics are the plastic arts of the state as painting is the
plastic art of color. . . To transform a mass into a people and a people into a
state – that has always been the deepest sense of a genuine political task.’19

The suggestion that fascism’s investment in aesthetics is far from being a
mere quirk in the course of (western) culture finds further support in the
numerous studies of prominent authors (including Maurice Blanchot, Louis-
Ferdinand Céline, T. S. Eliot, Ernst Jünger, Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound and
W. B. Yeats)20 whose work has been compromised in varying degrees by their
embraces of, or brushes with, versions of fascism. While the existence (though
not always the extent) of fascist connections in the work of most of these
figures had been relatively well-documented for a number of decades, the 1987
revelation of the collaborationist cultural journalism published in the first years
of the German occupation of Belgium by the distinguished deconstructive liter-
ary theorist Paul de Man (1919–83) came as a surprise that added fuel to the
already acrimonious debate over the state of literary studies in the 1980s.21

Earlier in the same year, Victor Farias’ book on Heidegger et le nazisme had lent
new intensity to the dispute over the German philosopher’s involvement with
National Socialism, and the fact that Heidegger is one of deconstruction’s priv-
ileged points of reference raised the stakes in the controversy. Rather than
pursue this particular controversy further, we propose to direct our attention to
the specific genre to which de Man’s wartime writings belong: the cultural and,
especially, literary criticism published in channels supervised by the propa-
ganda division of the particular brand of fascism that is National Socialism.
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The fact that this type of research is by no means the norm for investiga-
tions into fascist aesthetics is at once understandable and surprising.
Understandable, because it involves the analysis of vast quantities of writings
which, from the perspective of established aesthetics and literary scholarship,
must appear utterly banal. Instead of the fascinating spectacle of highly artic-
ulate modulations of fascist aesthetics in the work of major figures, research
into common or garden literary criticism pledging allegiance (often impli-
citly) to fascism seems to lead one into a dreary wasteland of trivial medioc-
rity. Yet it is precisely this apparently unsurprising textscape that the study of
fascist aesthetics must also explore, for it is through the compulsive reproduc-
tion of the components of fascist belief as banalities that fascism summons
the People whose palingenesis as a Nation it claims to represent – as is indeed
implied in the historical meaning of the term ‘banal’, ‘obligatory for all the
tenants of a feudal jurisdiction’. The fact that the workings of this ideological
reproductive apparatus are most prominent in ‘minor’ genres such as journa-
listic criticism does not of course prevent the emergence of fascist banalities
in ‘major’ works: inasmuch as fascism is a totalitarian ideology intent on a
homogeneous saturation of the representational field, the proper function of
its ideological beliefs is banality, irrespective of the context in which they
appear.22

It is nonetheless noteworthy in this respect that the ‘major’ authors now
most frequently studied as representatives of fascist aesthetics often occupied
less than prominent positions in the field of fascist culture at the height of
fascism’s political trajectory. The history of fascist politics shows a recurrent
pattern in which fascism’s rise to actual power, especially in nations where it
is imposed by a foreign aggressor, is accompanied by a series of strategic polit-
ical concessions intended to win over alternative important political factions.
In its bid for cultural power fascism employed similar strategies of qualified
compromise but it would appear that its mechanisms of representational
control were relatively unsuccessful in fully accommodating potentially
‘major’ fellow travellers. This does not diminish the extent to which some of
these ‘major’ figures were implicated in fascist ideology; rather, it may suggest
a certain resistance to totalitarian homogenising strategies in practices char-
acterised by a particularly acute fascination with the complexities of repre-
sentation. The fact that this resistance is frequently also a matter of arrogant
elitism on the part of self-appointed candidates for cultural canonisation
should not be allowed to rule out the possibility that resistance to totalitarian
banalisation is a critical, though by no means decisively democratic or
enlightened, feature of representation itself. To the extent that this is indeed
the case, even the discourse reproducing fascist aesthetics in its apparently
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most coercively banal form is bound to show signs of representational strain.
A brief sketch of Flemish ‘fascist literary criticism’ may serve to illustrate this
hypothesis.

The discourse of fascist literary criticism

The pre-critical assumption that fascist literary criticism can be described in
terms of a principled commitment to a stable corpus of texts and authors or
to a fixed matrix of specific literary features does not survive a systematic
encounter with instances of such criticism. In what follows we present some
of the findings such a systematic encounter actually yields, basing ourselves
on the extensive study of cultural discourse in occupied Belgium (specifically
the Flemish part of the country) carried out by the Literature in the Second
World War Research Centre at Leuven University.

This historical and geographical demarcation has at least three important
implications. First, as is the case for fascisms everywhere, the ‘fascism’ repre-
sented in this discourse is shot through with features borrowed from the spe-
cific cultural tradition in which it takes shape. For Flanders this is
predominantly the Catholic tradition, and it is often unclear whether recur-
rent features of fascist literary criticism are not just minimally transcoded ele-
ments of activist Catholicism.23 Alongside this conservative Catholic-activist
input, fascism in Belgium, as elsewhere, also incorporates ‘left-wing’ ele-
ments, the most prominent case in this respect being the influence of Hendrik
de Man, ‘theoretician of “left-wing fascism”’.24

Second, there is the specific location of Belgium on the border dividing
Germanic culture and Latin culture, which makes it a particularly complicated
example of the friction between the imperialist pan-Germanic strain
in National Socialist fascism and the more neutralist or universalist tendencies
of alternative fascisms.25 Given the fact that Belgium consists of two linguistic
communities of comparable size (the Flemish Dutch-speaking North and the
Walloon francophone South), plus a small German-speaking community in the
East, the politics of language play a decisive role in the formation of fascist ten-
dencies in this country. Attempts to forge a Belgian People as an organic reality
by fascist criteria never quite took hold, for fairly obvious cultural-historical
reasons. Restricting ourselves to the Flemish situation, the most instructive con-
flict is arguably that between VNV (Vlaams Nationaal Verbond, Flemish
National Union) and DeVlag (Duits-Vlaamse Arbeidsgemeenschap/Deutsch-
Vlämische Arbeitsgemeinschaft, German-Flemish Labour Association). As its
name suggests, the latter struggled for the Great-German ideal according to
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which Flanders is destined to figure as an integral part of the German Third
Reich. The VNV, sharing the separatist agenda as far as the abolition of the
Belgian nation was concerned (as witness their irritation with Hendrik de
Man’s 1940 ‘Manifesto to the Members of the Belgian Labour Party’ which
called for a ‘national resurrection’ of ‘the Belgian people’ in a politics of collab-
oration with the German occupant),26 opposed DeVlag’s Great-German aspi-
rations and instead favoured a full integration with the Netherlands.

In a strict application of the working definition we have chosen, both these
forms of Flemish secessionism fail to qualify as fascism – as Griffin indeed
states, while admitting their kinship with fascism27 – since they are not intent
on the palingenesis of the nation ‘properly speaking’, i.e. as a territorially
established political entity. This, however, would seem to underestimate the
distinction between the nation as a historical political entity and the symbolic
functioning of the nation as a culturally and linguistically homogeneous and
ultimately ‘natural’ given coinciding with the People imagined by fascism
itself. In fact, it can be argued that it is precisely in cases such as this, where
convenient (albeit spurious) recourse to the existing nation as a ready-made
mould for the People is impossible, that the formative resolve of fascism is
tested to the full.

This confusing state of affairs is further compounded by a third aspect,
involving the specific nature of National Socialist rule in occupied Belgium.
Unlike the Netherlands, for instance, where a Zivilverwaltung of German
civilian officials actively governed the country at all levels, Belgium was provi-
sionally administered by a Militärverwaltung, consisting of a relatively small
cadre of military executives who delegated the actual administration of the
country, including its cultural life, to Belgian civilians, thus creating a wider
margin for more or less significant deviations from Nazi orthodoxy.

Notwithstanding this heterogeneity and instability, it is possible to articu-
late dominant patterns in what we can still call (Flemish) ‘fascist literary crit-
icism’ as a discourse of normative and institutionally determined statements
assigning specific functions to literature and its reading in the service of the
establishment and maintenance of the People as an organic reality. In what
follows we propose a composite picture of a central strand of this discourse
refracted through the prism of the body. The wide semantic spectrum gener-
ated by this notion (involving the body proper as well as the various figures of
incorporation depending on it)28 covers an important section of fascist repre-
sentational practice and should allow us to assess the function of literature
and criticism in mainstream Flemish fascist discourse.
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The fascist body in criticism

The institutional determination of fascist literary critical discourse is perhaps
its most readily visible feature, involving as it does the legitimation of this dis-
course through a complicated apparatus of cultural councils, party commis-
sions and state organisations. The relations between these various
organisations are often troubled even in a firmly established fascist regime
such as Nazi Germany, so it is not surprising that cultural institutionalisation
in countries occupied or controlled by Nazi Germany should be characterised
by overt conflict, backstabbing and duplicity. Yet while the relation between
the Councils for Culture founded on German directives in occupied Belgium
and the many cultural organisations subordinated to them was indeed far
from harmonious, it is the very fact of these institutionalising strategies that
is important in that it reveals fascism’s express intent to get a firm grip on the
cultural system.

In the field of literary criticism, the effects of this intent become clear even
at a cursory glance: the discourse on literature is compelled to style itself as an
institutional performance. Literature is represented at official functions, in
public speeches set up as photo opportunities for critics in uniform against a
backdrop of banners and insignia, in publications in journals proudly sport-
ing their official affiliations. This emphatic awareness of institutional space
also informs the more strictly textual framing of this discourse: bylines often
include references to the author’s military rank or station and editorial com-
ments rivet the text to the contemporary political situation. Even in its exter-
nal trappings, then, the discourse of fascist literary criticism is obsessed with
the sense of its own historical situation and compulsively confesses its partic-
ipation in the People’s struggle from crisis to rebirth.

This participation in the People’s palingenesis takes on specifically activist
overtones in the cultural elite’s determined assumption of its salvific task. The
notion of the ‘People’ in effect functions as a normative rather than a descrip-
tive category. The People may figure in the essential core of fascist thought,
but the people is in a state of crisis and will only become totally itself under
the instruction of an elite that has fully recovered its essence and recognised its
destiny. The implication of this normative transcription is that the sense of
historical crisis and renewal powering fascist ideology is ultimately integrated
in the transhistorical teleology of apocalyptic myth: the emphatic commit-
ment to the present historical condition involves a reading of this condition as
the last chance to end history properly in the final fulfilment of the People.

In order to accomplish its part of this mission, the discourse of fascist liter-
ary criticism needs norms with which to judge the works it must represent and
perhaps its most typical routine in this respect is the projection of its own
mission onto the author of the literary work. The fact that the biography of
the author is a standard component of fascist literary criticism is hardly a
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distinctive characteristic in itself. What is striking is the sheer insistence with
which these biographical data are hammered into exemplary shape. An
appropriate model for this practice in English culture is the portrait of the
Hero as Man of Letters in Thomas Carlyle’s 1840 lectures On Heroes, Hero-
Worship and the Heroic in History. For Carlyle, characterised by Harold
Bloom as ‘the true forerunner of twentieth-century Fascism’,29 the Hero as
Man of Letters is ‘the soul of all. What he teaches, the whole world will do
and make. . . His life . . . is a piece of the everlasting heart of Nature herself:
all men’s life is, – but the weak many know not the fact, and are untrue to it,
in most times; the strong few are strong, heroic, perennial, because it cannot
be hidden from them.’30

If we change ‘Nature’ into ‘People’, Carlyle here captures the core of fascist
literary criticism in its obsessive representation of the true Author as the
exemplary incarnation of the People’s purest essence. This representation
typically follows the narrative patterns of epic and tragedy. Thanks to his
extraordinary qualities, the Author is able to transcend all limitations, be they
internal or external. He is man enough to recognise and redress errors in his
personal past – the standard topos here being his conversion to literature of
and for the People after a brief spell of unhealthy fascination with various
vaguely-defined modernisms. He courageously deals with diverse instances of
personal opposition which are readily identified as symptomatic of the deca-
dence threatening the People in its time of crisis. The critical conditions diag-
nosed over and again in this connection are capitalist and individualist
modernity; the ruins of parliamentary democracy and misguided technolog-
isation; rampant urbanisation demonised in the vision of the city as a noxious
melting pot of cultures whose effluvia threaten to asphyxiate the People; crass
commercialisation and mercantilism typically portrayed in vicious vignettes
of prostitutes and Jews; and in particular the internationalist literary move-
ments whose villainous representatives flourish in this wasteland.

The argument undergirding this narrative dynamic is perfectly circular: the
Author truly in touch with his People can only produce literature proper for
the People; authors with foreign allegiances can never successfully represent
the People they are strangers to or estranged from: at best they can strike an
unconvincing pose, at worst they indulge in subtly perverse attempts to
deceive that must be firmly condemned on grounds that are typically though
not exclusively racist. This of course raises the question of the special status
of foreign literature in a relatively small linguistic community: even assuming
that this literature is a proper representation of and for the People to which its
Author belongs, its function in the context of another culture remains proble-
matic. A typical strategy in this respect is the reference to congenial literary-
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critical representations of such Authors in their own culture; another subter-
fuge consists in exercises in special pleading intended to strike a balance
between the recognition of the merits of foreign literature and the program-
matic preference for literature produced by representatives of the People at
home. The following 1942 statement by the Flemish critic Paul Hardy gives a
good impression of the unstable commixture of self-deprecation and self-
assertion this yields: ‘Generally speaking our literature, the literature of a
small people, can evidently not be a match for that of the great European
countries; yet nobody would think of preferring the mother of his rich neigh-
bour over his own just because his own happens to be less endowed with the
gifts of the spirit.’31 The programmatic transformation of critical judgement
into filial commitment encapsulates the coercive dynamics of fascist literary
criticism in its structurally unstable intent to honour both the universal super-
iority of genius and the particular superiority of the locus.

A similar ideological-critical balancing act is required in the attendant
debate over the issue of popular editions. Here, the conflict is between com-
mercial, ideological and aesthetic values: the People must be furnished with
their representation in the Body Popular, yet the popular market produces rep-
resentations insufficiently infused with the representational project of fascism
or even wholly indifferent to it, while the writers among the people ready to
embrace this project are not always particularly ‘endowed with the gifts of the
spirit’ and consequently disseminate ‘aesthetically inferior’ and ideologically
unbalanced ‘tendentious literature’. Faced with the popular appeal of this lit-
erature, fascist literary criticism takes it upon itself to adjudicate between the
people’s mere need for representations, its ‘hunger’ for literature and its
genuine but fatefully obscured desire for the representation of its sacred
essence.

The amount of special pleading in articles concerning this problem indi-
cates yet again the instability in the representational project of fascist dis-
course – an instability institutionally performed in the encounter between the
Flemish critic R. F. Lissens, writing in the francophone journal Cassandre
about Flemish literature, and Lothar von Balluseck, representative of the
‘Reichsverband deutscher Zeitungsverleger’ and director of the Belgian col-
laborating distribution house Agence Dechenne, represented here by Belgian
critic Paul de Man. Lissens had commented unfavourably on popular Flemish
editions distributed by Dechenne, and von Balluseck invited him, via his
editor Paul Colin, to an interview on this topic with his subordinate Paul de
Man.32 The vertiginous perspectival shifts in this encounter are symptomatic
of the intractability of the literary field in the period: a dismissive ‘French’
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look at Flemish writing coming from a Flemish critic crosses a German glance
at the necessities of the representational programme, represented by a Belgian
critic-cum-secretary invariably championing ‘properly aesthetic’ and
‘European’ criteria. The interview never took place, but de Man did write an
article on the uses and abuses of popular editions in the collaborationist
newspaper Het Vlaamsche Land (20 October 1942), stating that ‘The author
should not descend to the people but the people should rise to the level of the
artist’33 – which may in itself be read as a classical ‘properly aesthetic’ state-
ment all too ready for transcoding in the heroising discourse of fascist literary
criticism.

On the field of actual reading and writing, then, the Author as Hero is
crowded out by a plurality of alternative representations of the author as
entertainer: teller of tales, stories, anecdotes, which may or may not harbour
fascist aspirations of various hues. In the critical appreciation it must devote
to these insufficiently integrated, and hence potentially dissenting, yet
extremely familiar voices, fascist literary criticism is torn between its commit-
ment to the integral representation of the People and its task of recognising
the people’s representations in popular culture. On the field where it repre-
sents itself to itself, however, this discourse exorcises its internal scission by
repositing the Author as Hero in a monological incantation structured as
sheer repetition – spectacularly expert in figures of amplification, such as the
incremental repetition of synonyms and the successive development of
increasingly emphatic features, and in figures of pathos, such as hyperbole
and personification.34 In its predilection for a performative stylistics, fascist
literary criticism turns its back on the requirements of rational articulation
and effectively imitates the prophetic and visionary mode it simultaneously
identifies as the proper voice of the genuine Author.

The drastic homogenisation of the literary-critical corpus resulting from
this representational strategy is entirely consistent with its express intent to
frame the Author’s individual body in the Body Popular to which he is born.
This rhetorical conception of the People as a corporate organism finds its
concrete, but no less rhetorical, counterpart in the remarkable attention
devoted to the body of the Author, both in photographs and in prose impres-
sions. The Author’s body is typically staged in a vertical and monumental
position: he (and the ideal-typical author is invariably male) dominates his
surroundings and surveys them from above, his gaze qualified as steely, per-
ceptive, penetrating. Whenever possible it is dressed up in military garb and,
even more importantly, over-coded as pre-eminently virile. The figure of the
self-enclosed virile body suggests a dynamic totality, self-sufficient in its dif-
ference from the symptoms of decadence and endowed with the capacity to
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realise itself in the world of its People by reproducing its culture as in itself it
really is: a ‘living work of art’35 which transforms the masses into the Body
they have become alienated from.

The mythical frame of fascism

In its performance of this essentially racist ‘national-aestheticist’ phantasm,36

fascist literary criticism must also engage with the fictional world created by
the Author: it is the task of criticism to frame this fiction in the image of the
People from which it derives its significance. To appreciate the nature of this
enterprise, it is instructive to juxtapose the fascist framing of everyday life
with the notion of figura, the key to ‘the conception of reality in late antiquity
and the Christian Middle Ages’ in Erich Auerbach’s 1946 classic Mimesis: ‘In
this conception, an occurrence on earth signifies not only itself but at the
same time another, which it predicts or confirms . . . The connection between
occurrences is not regarded as primarily a chronological or causal develop-
ment but as a oneness within the divine plan.’37 A simple translation exercise
yields a helpful insight into fascism’s framing of the quotidian: ordinary life
receives its full significance in the context, not of a ‘divine plan’, but of the
People’s palingenesis. Ultimately, then, fascism’s insistent awareness of the
historical uniqueness of the contemporary condition of crisis is cancelled in
its commitment to the transhistorical mythical reality of, to paraphrase
Carlyle, ‘the everlasting heart of the People itself’.

Fascist framing so conceived can be read as an alternative response to one
of Auerbach’s guiding questions, viz. the question as to the precise difference
between medieval and modern realism. For Auerbach, modern realism is
exemplified in the work of Woolf, Joyce and Proust, whose relative neglect for
‘the great exterior turning points and blows of fate’ and concomitant commit-
ment to ‘minor, unimpressive, random events’ provides him with a tentative
modern alternative for ‘the divine plan’ of medieval figural realism.38 In its
‘representation of the random moment in the lives of different people’, a
moment ‘comparatively independent of the controversial and unstable orders
over which men fight and despair’, modern realism brings to light ‘the elemen-
tary things which our lives have in common’ and thereby bears witness to the
fact that ‘the differences between men’s ways of life and forms of thought have
already lessened’ in ‘an economic and cultural levelling process’ which is
taking place ‘below’, and ‘through’, the ‘surface conflicts’: ‘It is still a long
way to a common life of mankind on earth, but the goals begin to be visible’
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and ‘the complicated process of dissolution’ initially mirrored in modern
realism thus ‘seems to be tending toward a very simple solution’.39

Considering the actual ramifications of what Auerbach refers to as ‘the
surface conflicts’, including the fact of his writing Mimesis as a Jewish refugee
in exile in Istanbul during the Second World War, this hopeful humanist pro-
jection of ‘a common life of mankind on earth’ as a resolutely secular alterna-
tive to the divine plan in pre-modern figural framing acquires a bitter taste.
For the ‘simple solution’ advanced by fascist literary-critical discourse in the
face of ‘the complicated process of dissolution’ is precisely intent on keeping
the random at bay by representing it as ultimately incompatible with the
homogeneous Body Popular whose constitutive components in the quotidian
are radically dependent on the total struggle of the People to conclusively
exorcise its others. Fascist literary criticism programmatically identifies the
ordinary lives in the realism it favours as fascist figurae in a mimetico-
mythical design whose commitment to simplicity and unity must appear irre-
deemably incommensurable with Auerbach’s conception of a simple solution.
As Auerbach indeed suggests: ‘Perhaps [the very simple solution of a common
life for mankind on earth] will be too simple to please those who, despite all
its dangers and catastrophes, admire and love our epoch for the sake of its
abundance of life and the incomparable historical vantage point which it
affords. But they are few in number, and probably they will not live to see
much more than the first forewarnings of the approaching unification and
simplification.’40 To the extent that they did see such forewarnings, the repre-
sentatives of fascist literary criticism devoted themselves to combating this
solution by way of a very different unification and simplification – it is that
difference that must be addressed.

Solutions for a world in decline

In the pages immediately preceding the prospective framing of modern
realism in ‘the common life of mankind on earth’, Auerbach clearly demon-
strates that he is by no means blind to the dark side of the temptation of unity
and simplicity that informs fascism. After a rapid rehearsal of the ‘tremen-
dous acceleration’ in the ‘widening of man’s horizon’, reflected in the fact that
‘synthetic and objective attempts at interpretation are produced and demol-
ished every instant’, he specifically identifies fascism as a response to the
‘violent clash of the most heterogeneous ways of life’ attending this disinte-
gration: ‘The temptation to entrust oneself to a sect which solved all problems
with a single formula, whose power of suggestion imposed solidarity, and
which ostracized everything which would not fit in and submit – this tempta-
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tion was so great that, with many people, fascism hardly had to employ force
when the time came for it to spread through the countries of old European
culture.’41 In the literature of those countries, Auerbach continues, the
‘increasing predilection for ruthlessly subjectivist perspectives is another
symptom’ of the ‘confusion and helplessness’ generated by ‘the decline of our
world’: in much of modern realism, there is often ‘something hostile to the
reality which they represent’, a ‘hatred of culture and civilization, brought out
by means of the subtlest stylistic devices which culture and civilization have
developed, and often a radical and fanatical urge to destroy’.42 Yet it is in this
same modern realism that Auerbach notices ‘something entirely different
tak[ing] place too’ – the prefiguration, through this literature’s representation
of the random, of, precisely, ‘the common life of mankind on earth’, the ‘very
simple solution’ responding to ‘the complicated process of dissolution’ which
also prepared the ground in which fascism struck its roots.

The lucidly implicit irony with which Auerbach thus establishes the con-
nection between the ‘sinister unification’43 proposed in the ‘single formula’ of
fascism and the ‘approaching unification’ of ‘mankind on earth’ he reads in
modern realism’s representations of the random, suggests that in order to
oppose the forces of totalitarianism, the mere positing of the difference
between the coercive frame of fascism and the frames fashioned to dissolve
this coercion, may be too simple a solution. Rather, this difference has to be
critically reconstituted, and for literary criticism this task can take shape as
the careful insistence on the barely representable resistance to total incorpo-
ration which constitutes common life.
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6

Marxism and literary criticism
Alex Callinicos

‘Always historicise!’ Fredric Jameson famously wrote, adding that this was
‘the one absolute and we may even say “transhistorical” imperative of all
dialectical thought’.1 It is indeed a requirement one would expect anyone
committed to Marx’s theory of history to observe when studying cultural
products. The most natural way of interpreting that theory implies that these
products are, quite simply, unintelligible unless placed within the broader set
of historically contingent social relationships from which they emerged. But
how to historicise without causing the text to vanish into its historical
context? This difficulty is especially acute when questions pertaining to the
formal construction of the text are under consideration. Marx and Engels
acquired from Hegel a hostility to divorcing form and content: ‘the form is the
indwelling process of the concrete content itself’, as the latter put it.2 But –
once again – how to demonstrate that form is part of the process without sub-
jecting it to the contingencies of historical specificity?

Literary theory did not, of course, figure high among the concerns of the
founders of historical materialism. In his most celebrated statement of that
theory, Marx contrasted the productive forces and the relations of production,
which together formed the ‘real foundation’ of social life, with ‘the legal and
political superstructure’ developing from that base: ‘it is always necessary to
distinguish between the material transformation of the economic conditions
of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural science,
and the legal, political, religious, artistic, or philosophic – in short, ideological
forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out’.3 Art is
thereby firmly put in its place – included in the superstructure, and indeed sub-
sumed under ideology; cultural production must be seen as subordinate to the
rhythms of material production. At the same time, however, the idea that it is
in these ‘ideological forms’ that human beings ‘become conscious’ of the
contradiction within the economic base and ‘fight it out’ suggests that their
role is more than passively to reflect the development of the productive forces.
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Engels, in his role as guardian of Marx’s doctrine after the latter’s death,
indeed sought to underline this point: ‘It is not that the economic situation is
cause, solely active, while everything else is only passive effect. There is,
rather, interaction on the basis of economic necessity, which ultimately always
asserts itself.’4 The imperative to historicise must thus be accomplished
without reducing cultural products, along with the rest of the superstructure,
to the economic base. The same flexibility is shown by Marx in his very exten-
sive reading of classical and modern European literature. Great works of art
(Marx is unabashed in his value-judgements) can provide profound insights
into specific historical situations; they also, because of the relatively unalien-
ated character of artistic labour, offer intimations of how work will become a
means of self-fulfilment in a classless communist society. That such achieve-
ments are possible despite the overt intentions of the author is indicated by
Marx’s and Engels’ immense admiration for Balzac, whom the latter called ‘a
far greater master of realism than all the Zolas passés, présents et à venir’.
Balzac’s greatness lies in how he ‘was compelled to go against his own class
sympathies and political prejudices’ – his nostalgia for the ancien régime –
and portray ‘the progressive inroads of the rising bourgeoisie upon the society
of nobles’.5

We see here emerging what Frank Kermode has called ‘the discrepancy
theory’, according to which ‘texts can under Marxist analysis reveal a
meaning not intended by the author’.6 Though, as we shall see below, greatly
influential on Althusserian criticism, this idea remained in Marx’s and Engels’
writings merely an intriguing suggestion. One reason why it was not devel-
oped further is perhaps that an obvious strategy for eliciting the discrepancy
between author-intention and meaning is to study the traces it might have left
in the formal construction of the text. But, as S. S. Prawer observes, ‘Marx
does not often deal with questions of form.’7

This inattention to form became endemic in the Marxism of the first mass
socialist movement in Europe, the Second International (1889–1914), which
sought to codify a relatively reductionist and determinist version of historical
materialism. Inasmuch as leading theoreticians such as Karl Kautsky and
G. V. Plekhanov discussed literary texts it was to expose their dependence on
material conditions. Of more potential value was Antonio Labriola’s attempt
in his Essays on the Materialistic Conception of History (1896) to distinguish
historical materialism from a theory of distinct and interacting ‘factors’ –
economic, political, cultural, etc. The Marxist theory of history rather con-
ceived society as a complexus or integrated totality whose understanding
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took priority over that of its component parts. This argument influenced
Trotsky and anticipated Lukács’ philosophical recasting of Marxism in
History and Class Consciousness (1923).

It is indeed in Trotsky that we find the most sustained attempt to conceptu-
alise the place of the literary within the social totality from the standpoint of
classical Marxism. By far the most accomplished writer among the leading
Marxists, he was therefore particularly well qualified to explore the relation-
ship between form and historical context. His most important contribution,
Literature and Revolution (1923), was an intervention in the intense aesthetic
debates among Russian intellectuals which followed the revolution of
October 1917. Trotsky is here fighting on two fronts. Thus he confronts the
cultural movement known as Proletkult (glorification of the proletariat)
which flourished in the first years of the new regime. Proletkult’s supporters
argued that the workers’ state should move rapidly to the creation of a ‘prole-
tarian culture’ radically different from the artistic inheritance of bourgeois
society. If this position represented a particularly crude form of economic
reductionism, Trotsky also found himself at odds with the futurist avant-
garde movement, which had emerged in Russia before the First World War.
Many futurists rallied to the revolution but they were still influenced by the
doctrine of autonomy of literary form most forcefully expressed by
Shklovsky, Jakobson and other theorists of formalism.

In a brilliant polemic, Trotsky followed Marx and Engels in their insistence
on starting from epochal socio-economic transformations but displayed a far
greater sensitivity to the specificities of literary form. Thus he takes Proletkult
to task for failing to recognise the material and cultural backwardness of the
Russian working class. Making possible radically different forms of artistic
creation from those of capitalist society will be part of a much broader
process aimed at producing the economic and social conditions for a commu-
nist society in which all classes, including the proletariat, will vanish. From
this perspective, the idea of ‘proletarian culture’ is a contradiction in terms,
an attempt to absolutise the evanescent features of a transitional society. The
bourgeois cultural heritage will provide valuable support in helping the
working class to overcome its backwardness, as well as offering a source of
insight into universal features of the human condition.

At the same time as Trotsky resists Proletkult’s nihilist attitude towards the
art of the past, he denounces formalism as ‘an abortive idealism when applied
to the questions of art’. It breaks up the complex social whole into distinct
factors, but fails to carry through this method to its conclusion: if ‘the process
of poetic creation’ is merely ‘a combination of sounds or words’, why not use
‘algebraic combinations and permutations of words’ to generate all possible
poems? (Trotsky here anticipates the future development of structuralism by
Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss.) Formal analysis is indeed indispensable: ‘the
verbal form is not a passive reflection of a preconceived artistic idea, but an
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active element which influences the idea itself’. Yet the ‘idea’, the content,
derives from the natural and social environment. ‘Artistic creation’ is ‘a deflec-
tion, a changing and a transformation of reality, in accordance with the pecu-
liar laws of art. However fantastic art may be, it cannot have at its disposal
any other material except that which is given to it by the world of three dimen-
sions and by the narrower world of class society.’ And the forms themselves
involve a dialogue between those inherited from the past and the historically
shaped needs of a new generation of producers: ‘Artistic creation is always a
complicated turning inside out of old forms, under the influence of new
stimuli which originate outside of art.’ Thus: ‘A work of art should, in the first
place, be judged by its own law, that is, by the law of art. But Marxism alone
can explain . . . who it was who made a demand for such an artistic form and
not for another, and why.’8

Trotsky developed this conception of art most notably in a later essay on
Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit. Despite the author’s morbid pessimism,
his ‘panorama of life’s meaninglessness’ is a work of both aesthetic and
political subversion: ‘To ease his conscience from terror in the face of life,
this physician to the poor had to resort to new modes of imagery. He turned
out to be the revolutionist of the novel. Generally speaking, that is the law
governing the movement of art: it moves through the reciprocal repulsion of
tendencies.’ Writers seeking to forge a language appropriate to their
circumstances are compelled, usually unconsciously, to rebel against the
status quo:

Living creativeness cannot march ahead without repulsion away from official
tradition, canonised ideas and feelings, images and expressions covered by the
lacquer of use and wont. Each new tendency seeks for the most direct and honest
contact between words and emotions. The struggle against pretence in art always
grows to a lesser or greater extent into the struggle against the injustice of human
relations. The connection is self-evident: art which loses the sense of the social lie
inevitably defeats itself by affectation, turning into mannerism.9

Trotsky’s writings on literature are a series of brilliant snapshots by an
author mainly preoccupied with more immediate political questions, and
increasingly reduced to the margins of the left by the triumph of Stalinism in
the Soviet Union and in the Communist International (Comintern). Their
most important influence was on a generation of young New York intellectu-
als who came to adulthood during the 1930s, many of whom were initially
attracted towards Trotskyism. Trotsky’s affirmation of ‘the law of art’ and his
application of the discrepancy theory to authors such as Céline served to
legitimise a positive reception of modernism, and, indeed (almost certainly
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contrary to Trotsky’s own views) to license Clement Greenberg’s declaration
of the autonomy of form in modern art.10

Modernism in any case represented a major test of the Marxist approach to
art and literature. Here Lukács made a decisive, albeit contradictory contri-
bution. In the first place, History and Class Consciousness (1923) offered a
theoretical framework in which to address far more rigorously than before the
relationship between literary form and social context. In effect Lukács dis-
placed the base/superstructure model by affirming the methodological prior-
ity of the Marxist conception of social totality: ‘The primacy of the category
of totality is the bearer of the principle of revolution in science.’11 This move,
which took its inspiration from Hegel, focused on the relationship between
part and whole. To conceptualise this relationship Lukács invoked the theory
of commodity fetishism which Marx had developed in Capital. Marx had
argued that the fact that under capitalism the products of human labour were
exchanged on the market led to the transformation of social relations into
relations between things. What were in fact features of historically specific
social arrangements appeared to be the consequences of universal natural
laws operating outside human control.

Lukács now claimed that this process of reification, as he called it, permeated
the entirety of social life. Drawing also on Max Weber’s theory of rationalisa-
tion, he argued that capitalism was characterised by a systemic contradiction
between partial rationality and global irrationality. Individual forms and insti-
tutions were progressively subject to rational organisation, yet the (social) total-
ity remained unamenable to comprehension or control. Cultural products were
as much as any other aspect of social life instances of this central contradiction.
Lukács concentrated on illustrating this proposition through a virtuoso analysis
of the development of modern philosophy, but there was no reason why the
same should not be done with respect to other cultural forms.

The challenge for Marxist criticism was thus to trace the effects of com-
modity fetishism on literary form. Lukács himself did not take it up.
Disappointment at the failure of the Russian Revolution to spread to Europe,
alongside an intense campaign within the Comintern of vulgar denunciation
of History and Class Consciousness led him in the late 1920s to repudiate his
book for excessive idealism. He reformulated his Marxism under the right-
Hegelian slogan of ‘reconciliation with reality’. The revolutionary transfor-
mation of society would be a difficult long-term process involving many
disappointments, detours and compromises. The task of the theorist was to
detect the underlying historical tendencies and not to become enamoured of
short-term trends. From this perspective, Lukács developed an aesthetic
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theory systematically hostile to modernism. For him, the great nineteenth-
century realist writers represented a period when the bourgeoisie had been a
revolutionary class, striving to understand, within the limits allowed by its
interest in entrenching a new form of exploitation, the nature of the social
world. After 1848, however, the capitalist class is increasingly in the saddle.
Objective insight is now a positive disadvantage to a class that needs to
conceal, even from itself, its dependence on the extraction of surplus value.
And so bourgeois literature becomes, even in its most skilled practitioners
such as Flaubert, obsessed with surface sensation rather than underlying
structures. Modernism is merely the transformation of this obsession into a
self-conscious style. Writers such as Joyce are ‘frozen in their own immedi-
acy’. What for Trotsky was a strength in Céline is, according to Lukács, the
modernists’ chief weakness: ‘they all develop their own artistic style . . . as a
spontaneous expression of their immediate experience’.12 Modernism is thus
largely a symptom of bourgeois decline.

This critique of modernism depends on the perspective theory of ideology
Lukács had developed in History and Class Consciousness, according to
which it is a class’s objective place within the relations of production, rather
than any process of social manipulation or propaganda, which sets limits on
its view of the world. Defended with great skill and not without insight, it met
with a firm rebuttal by one of the leading Marxist practitioners of modern-
ism, Bertolt Brecht. Brecht sought to turn the tables on Lukács, arguing that
he, and not his modernist opponents, was guilty of formalism, by requiring
contemporary writers to conform to an ideal type of literary style culled from
classical realism. ‘Realism is not a mere question of form.’ It had to be under-
stood broadly as ‘discovering the causal complexes of society/ unmasking the
prevailing view of things as the view of those who are in power/ writing from
the standpoint of the class which offers the broadest solutions for the pressing
difficulties in which human society is caught up/ emphasising the element of
development/ making possible the concrete and making possible abstraction
from it’. These objectives could be met through a variety of different forms:
‘Methods become exhausted; stimuli no longer work. New problems appear
and demand new methods. Reality changes; in order to represent it, modes of
representation must change.’13

Brecht, like Trotsky, thus posited a dialectical relationship between literary
forms and a changing social reality. Written in the late 1930s but only pub-
lished posthumously, his critique of Lukács allowed Brecht to defend his epic
theatre as a form of realism. It was left to two other German Marxists sympa-
thetic to modernism, Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno, to explore more
rigorously the relationship between form and reality. Both sought to turn
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History and Class Consciousness against its author by using it to illuminate
the formal development of Modern art. They did so, however, in distinctively
different ways reflecting their contrasting aesthetic preferences. Benjamin
championed those avant-garde artists such as Brecht and the surrealists who
sought to connect formal innovation and political radicalism; Adorno,
however, argued that the greatest critical charge was offered by those artists,
such as Schoenberg and Beckett, who most rigorously prized abstraction.

Since Benjamin and Adorno are discussed extensively elsewhere in this
volume, I consider their different methodologies only briefly here. Following
Marx and Lukács, both saw capitalist society as permeated by commodity fet-
ishism. For Benjamin, this structure consisted in the formal correspondences
between material relations and cultural products. In his great unfinished
Passagen-Werk he assembled a mass of evidence relating economic develop-
ments under the Second Empire to Baudelaire’s poetry and the changing
urban geography of Paris as it became a city governed by the rhythms of mass
consumption. The juxtapositions of these fragments produced ‘dialectical
images’ that simultaneously registered the commodification of social life and,
by evoking memories of primitive communism, pointed towards a classless
future. Adorno, though in many respects indebted to Benjamin, was highly
critical of his method: merely juxtaposing disparate facts could easily col-
lapse into the kind of economic reductionism both were trying to avoid; more-
over, the theory of dialectical images seemed to require the suspect notion of
a collective unconscious. The Lukácsian conception of the social totality
remained indispensable as a means of demonstrating how commodity fetish-
ism shaped the structure of works of art, as well as the particulars of everyday
life – a claim most successfully made out by Adorno in Minima Moralia
(1974). Yet the finest products of modernism in their dissonant forms both
exemplified the suffering caused to humankind and to nature itself by social
domination and implied the demand for an end to domination.

History and Class Consciousness thus remained a crucial reference point
for Adorno, despite his suspicion of the totalising tendencies of the Hegelian
dialectic. The other major Marxist school of critical theory to offer a positive
appreciation of modernism was, by contrast, unambiguously hostile to the
Hegelian influence on Marxism. For Louis Althusser and his followers,
Lukács’ conception of totality was an instance of what they called ‘expressive
totality’. Here all the different aspects of the social whole are conceived as
expressions of a singular essence. Thus in Hegel himself, the whole movement
of human history is the coming to self-consciousness of Absolute Spirit. In
Lukács’ apparently more materialist version, all the different phenomena of
capitalist society replicate the basic structure of commodity fetishism. The
result is an economic reductionism as complete as any to be found in Second
International Marxism.

The authentic Marxist totality, Althusser argues, is a complex, structured
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whole, a plurality of different structures and practices. Within this whole, eco-
nomic determination operates only ‘in the last instance’. But while Althusser
thus adopts Engels’ formula, he gives it a different meaning. Every society has
a ‘structure in dominance’, a set of hierarchical relationships in which one
practice has primacy over the others. The economy plays its ultimately deter-
mining role by selecting whichever practice is dominant. Economic causality
thus operates indirectly, through the structure in dominance, rather than as a
direct influence on the superstructure. Individual practices develop according
to their differential logic, within the limits laid down by the structure in dom-
inance. The superstructure is thus ‘relatively autonomous’ of the economy.

Where do literature and art fit in? Althusser and his collaborator Pierre
Macherey suggest that their relationship to the economy is even more oblique
than that of other social practices. Indeed, it is unclear whether or not they
belong to the superstructure at all. Their social anchorage is achieved via
ideology, which Althusser conceives as the universal medium in which all
human beings live their relationship to their material conditions of existence.
The function of art is cognitive: ‘The real difference between art and science
lies in the specific form in which they give us the same object in quite different
ways: art in the form of “seeing” and “perceiving” or “feeling”, science in the
form of knowledge (in the strict sense, by concepts).’ Art’s ‘object’ is ideology.
Thus ‘Balzac and Solzhenitsyn give us a “view” of the ideology to which their
work alludes and with which it is constantly fed, a view which presupposes a
retreat, an internal distantiation from the very ideology from which their
novels emerged.’14

This version of the discrepancy theory asserts that writers are able to offer
insights not despite, but in some sense because of their overt political beliefs:
‘The fact that the content of the work of Balzac and Tolstoy is “detached”
from their political ideology and in some way makes us see it from the outside,
makes us “perceive” it by a distantiation inside that ideology, presupposes
that ideology itself.’15 This contradictory situation is revealed by the disso-
nant structure of the text itself:

The concealed order of the work is thus less significant than its real determinate
disorder (its disarray). The order which it professes is merely an imagined order,
projected onto disorder, the fictive resolution of ideological conflicts, a resolution so
precarious that it is obvious in the very letter of the text where incoherence and
incompleteness burst forth. It is no longer a question of defects but of indispensable
informers. This distance which separates the work from the ideology which it
transforms is rediscovered in the very letter of the work: it is fissured, unmade even in
its making.16

96 Marxism and post-Marxism

14 Louis Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (London: Verso,
1971), pp. 205, 204. 15 Ibid., p. 206.

16 Pierre Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production, trans. G. Wall (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1978), p. 155.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Here indeed we see the triumph of modernism over realism. All literary
works, Macherey asserts, however finished their apparent form, however
much they may ostensibly conform to the mimetic rules laid down by Lukács,
conceal structures as misshapen and discordant as those of the most self-con-
scious products of modernism. Macherey stresses the inherent incomplete-
ness of every text: ‘the book is not self sufficient; it is necessarily accompanied
by a certain absence, without which it would not exist’. But this absence does
not simply refer us to other texts, in an endless play of signifiers. On the con-
trary, ‘[t]o know the work, we must move outside it’. Doing so ‘reveals the
work in so far as it entertains a specific but undisguised (which does not mean
innocent) relation to history’. This process of recovering ‘the unconscious of
the work (not of the author)’ is not ‘a question of introducing a historical
explanation which is stuck on to the work from the outside. On the contrary,
we must show a sort of splitting within the work: this division is its uncon-
scious, in so far as it possesses one – the unconscious which is history, the play
of history beyond its edges, encroaching on those edges.’17

Far, then, from there being a tension between literary form and historical
context, the fractures in the text reveal its relationship to history. Macherey’s
conception of the task of Marxist criticism plainly had as its model psycho-
analysis, though what is repressed here is not sexual desire but ‘that intricate
reality in which men – both writers and readers – live, that reality which is
their ideology’.18 A Theory of Literary Production remains one of the most
important Marxist attempts to show how it is possible to historicise without
effacing the text. It is, however, at least in part dependent upon the coherence
and plausibility of Althusser’s reconstruction of historical materialism. The
most relevant difficulty lies in his distinctive conception of the totality: critics
persistently argued that the idea of a plurality of relatively autonomous
instances is indistinguishable from the kind of dissolution of the social whole
into a mere aggregate of distinct factors against which Labriola and Trotsky
had polemicised. Various ‘post-Marxists’ – for example Ernesto Laclau and
Chantal Mouffe – have argued that this pluralism should not be shunned but
rather embraced. From this perspective, the problem of relating text and
context simply vanishes. Literary forms and social institutions are absorbed
into the vast multiplicity of inherently contingent relationships that no form
of thought can hope to master.

Nevertheless, the most intellectually distinguished response to postmod-
ernism is a quite unabashedly Marxist experiment in totalisation. For
Jameson postmodern art is best understood as representing the ‘logic of cul-
tural production’ during a specific phase of capitalist development – what he
calls ‘late or multinational or consumer capitalism’.19 This interpretation
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methodologically presupposes a remarkable reconciliation of Lukács and
Althusser. Rejecting poststructuralist attempts to textualise history, Jameson
glosses Althusser as arguing ‘that history is not a text, not a narrative, master
or otherwise, but that, as an absent cause, it is inaccessible to us except in
textual form’. Similarly, ‘the conception of totality in History and class con-
sciousness must be read’ as ‘a methodological standard’. Ideology for Lukács
consists in ‘strategies of containment’ which ‘can be unmasked only by con-
frontation with the ideal of totality which they at once imply and repress’.
Such exposures of the limits which ideologies impose on the texts which enact
them presupposes Marxism ‘as that thinking which knows no boundaries of
this kind, and which is infinitely totalisable, but the ideological critique does
not depend on some dogmatic or “positive” conception of Marxism as a
system. Rather, it is simply the place of an imperative to totalise.’20

Thus, Jameson suggests, ‘in some paradoxical or dialectical fashion,
Lukács’s conception may here be said to rejoin the Althusserian notion of
History or the Real as an absent cause’. The rational kernel in Althusser’s cri-
tique of Hegelian Marxism lay in its rejection of the homologies posited by
Lukácsian critics such as Lucien Goldmann between literary texts and aspects
of the social whole. Jameson argues that ‘the interpretive mission of a prop-
erly structural causality will on the contrary find its privileged content in rifts
and discontinuities within the work and ultimately in a conception of the
former “work of art” as a heterogeneous and . . . a schizophrenic text’. This
allows him not merely to endorse Althusser’s and Macherey’s version of
Marxist criticism but even to take on board poststructuralism. Not simply do
philosophies of difference, such as Deleuze’s, presuppose some notion of
totality in order to dismantle it, but ‘[t]he current poststructuralist celebra-
tion of discontinuity and heterogeneity is . . . only an initial moment in
Althusserian exegesis, which then requires the fragments, the incommensur-
able levels, the heterogeneous impulses, of the text to be once again related,
but in the mode of structural difference and determinate contradiction’.21

One may admire the dazzling virtuosity of this exercise while harbouring
doubts both about the syncretist brio with which Jameson asserts that
‘Marxism subsumes other interpretive modes or systems’ and about the appli-
cation of his methodology to postmodernism (an exercise which seems more
reliant on the detection of homologies than, according to its own canons, it
should be).22 Nevertheless, his work bears witness to the vitality of a Marxist
criticism which is not afraid either to historicise or to attend to formal subtle-
ties. As I have shown, the most thoughtful Marxist writing on literature has
struggled, in different ways, to relate form and context. At a time when much
cultural theory has dissolved history into textuality, the strengths of this tra-
dition provide a welcome contrast.
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7

Marxism and poststructuralism
Michael Ryan

For Marxist critics, the way literature makes meaning out of the arrangement
of words or the telling of life stories contributes to the way ruling groups
maintain their power in society. In this light, a play like King Lear might be
understood as not only telling a tragic tale of family betrayal but also promot-
ing a vision of the world that would help assure the domination of the aristoc-
racy in late Renaissance England. Marxist critics have also been interested in
the way literature challenges unjust social arrangements and displays through
its refractive mirror of history the weaknesses and fissures that make unjust
social arrangements unstable and prone to radical transformation. For
example, even as King Lear argues for aristocratic hegemony, the work dem-
onstrates precisely those problems and social contradictions that would make
inevitable the downfall of the aristocracy in the middle of the seventeenth
century.

Marxism assumes that labour, broadly defined by Marx as human con-
structive activity on the world, is an essential and defining characteristic of
human life. But, according to Marx, human labour is alienated under capi-
talism. The products of labour are taken from the producers and sold for a
profit that benefits the capitalist class but not the workers. The intention of
Marxism as a political project is to restore to workers control over what
they produce so that the benefits accrue to them and not to a class of
owners.

That step is impeded by force as well as by what Marx calls ‘ideology’. All
societies in which power and wealth are unequally divided and which depend
on the subordination of one group to another require a set of ideas and cultu-
ral practices that license the existing inequalities by making them seem ratio-
nal or natural or divinely sanctioned. Because for Marx consciousness is
historical, practical and material, each new economic form makes possible a
new way of thinking about and living in the world. Whereas social and eco-
nomic interaction in the feudal world was shaped by ideas such as ‘fealty’ and
‘duty’, the emergent capitalist class required the shaping power of ideas such
as ‘liberty’, ‘individualism’ and ‘freedom’. Marx initially defined ideology as
‘the ruling ideas of the ruling class’. The ideas that prevail in a culture tend by
and large to be ones that certify as legitimate the shape of that society and to
reinforce the hegemony of the ruling elite. For example, in the Middle Ages
the highly unequal and hierarchical class structure of society was justified to
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its members (especially to the serfs out in the fields who had to do all the
work) by the ideal of unconditional loyalty to one’s master.

The term ‘ideology’ has become much more refined since Marx’s day. It is
now conceived as processes of cultural signification and personal formation
that cannot be summed up merely as ‘ruling ideas’. It also consists of training
in certain practices of self-discipline or certain modes of self-identification.
We all learn to think and act as if we were perfectly free, while simultaneously
and unconsciously acceding to all sorts of regimens that betoken our obedi-
ence and submission. We learn to behave ‘well’, which is to say, in accordance
with the dictates of the social system in which we live, but we do so voluntar-
ily, as if they were not dictates at all. That is the magic of ideology: to make us
do things that may be against our interests and to do them as if they were
entirely self-willed.

Marxist literary criticism has traditionally been concerned with studying
the embeddedness of a work within its historical, social and economic con-
texts. In order to make it on to the stage at all, Shakespeare’s plays had
somehow to address (which is to say, accept and further) the values and ideals
of monarchical English culture. All literature is in this respect ‘determined’ by
economics, by the translation into cultural limitations and imperatives of the
sheer weight of how material life in a society is conducted. There are several
strands of Marxist criticism, and I will review two of them. Reflection theory
and cultural materialism (which is covered in another section of this volume)
study the relations between literature and social history, while structuralist
Marxist criticism is concerned with how texts put social contradictions on
display.

Christopher Caudwell’s work (Studies in a Dying Culture, 1938, to Illusion
and Reality, 1937) is an example of reflectionist Marxist criticism. For
Caudwell, literature embodies in images the dominant emotions of an epoch.
For example, a new kind of self emerged in the Renaissance, the expressive,
oftentimes violently wilful bourgeois individual, who sought wealth and
power in the evolving world of early market capitalism. This self finds expres-
sion in Shakespeare’s tragic characters, from Hamlet to Lear. Their self-
expression or wilfulness is always depicted as tragic because Shakespeare
himself, though a son of bourgeois parents, was a member of the court, a
player for the king. His works thus cohere with the ‘public world of emotion’
of which he was a part. While expressing the ‘bourgeois illusion’ that the
word is a field for the free play of self will, he also therefore argues, in King
Lear especially, in favour of the court’s ‘coercive imposition of its will’ on the
emergent bourgeoisie. All of the wilful characters in his plays therefore must
end tragically. Criticism of this kind is called ‘reflectionist’ because it claims
that literature holds a mirror up to the historical world.

Structuralist Marxist critics are concerned with the placement of literature
within social structures whose determining role cannot be effaced by literary
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ideology. The formal surface and thematic conclusions of a work, which for
other schools of criticism might be the end-points of literary criticism, are
just the starting point for structuralist analysis, which seeks to go beyond
surface appearances and to grasp the underlying structural and structuring
principle that gives rise to the work. Using Marx’s model, they seek out the
principle of literary production that lies below the text’s surface and remains
unsaid by the work. For example, Pierre Macherey (A Theory of Literary
Production, 1966), argues that literature which promotes a certain ideology
seeks to reconcile social contradictions (such as that between worker and cap-
italist or that between the ideology of individual freedom and the reality of
material determination). Such a work of literature makes contradictions dis-
appear by resolving them into such formal unities as a coherent narrative line
or a seemingly originary heroic character, one who appears not to be limited
or determined by material circumstances. But social contradictions and the
realities of material determination are silently inscribed within the text, and
the task of the critic is to expose the contradictions which the text seeks to rec-
oncile and hold in formal equipoise. Even as they convert social contradic-
tions into unified imaginative exercises, literary texts display symptoms of
those contradictions in certain formal faults or breaks.

Macherey’s Marxist literary criticism noticeably bears the imprint of
another school of thought that came into being in France in the 1960s.
Thinkers like Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva and Jean
Baudrillard combined a structuralist interest in signs and language with a
concern for rethinking critically some of the founding assumptions of ration-
alist philosophy and western civilisation. These poststructuralists share with
Marxists a sense that capitalism is a form of domination, but they are more
interested in analysing the forms of thought and cultural signification that
maintain such domination. Moreover, influenced by the New Left of the
1960s, which distanced itself from traditional Marxist political forms such as
the Leninist Communist Party, poststructuralists tend also to be post-
Marxists.

Poststructuralists assume that culture constructs order out of the inchoate
matter of the world and in so doing helps to maintain repressive social
regimes. If structuralists found order in everything from kinship systems to
fashion, poststructuralism argues that all such orders are founded on an
essential endemic disorder in language and in the world that can never be mas-
tered by any structure or semantic code that might assign it a meaning. It is
less interested in knowing how systems work than in finding out how they
might be undone, so that the energies and potentials that they hold in place
might be liberated and used to construct an altogether different kind of
society.

The first works of what would eventually be called poststructuralism began
to appear in the early 1960s, and they reflected the growing influence on
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French thought of Friedrich Nietzsche (whose works had been recently trans-
lated into French), a thinker whose value for younger French philosphers had
to do with his rejection of both the rationalist tradition of objective descrip-
tion and the idealist tradition which dissolved empirical world events into
non-empirical or hidden meanings or truths. Another major counter-struc-
turalist influence was Martin Heidegger, a German thinker whose work had
been highly influential in France since the 1940s (especially in the work of
Jean-Paul Sartre, whose Being and Nothingness is in many ways a pre-text of
poststructuralism in that it elaborates on themes – such as the foundationless-
ness of foundations – that would become major assumptions of such post-
structuralist thinkers as Jacques Derrida). Michel Foucault’s Madness and
Civilization (1961) set the tone for the new tendency in French thought by
noting how classical reason constructed itself by banishing alternative ‘non-
sensical’ modes of thought and labelling them as ‘madness’. People previously
considered mystics were suddenly thought to be candidates for incarceration,
and that switch was due to the invention of Reason as a guiding category for
the Enlightenment. Reason assisted nascent capitalism by permitting utility
or usefulness to be calculated and objects and people to be identified, assigned
categories and controlled.

Another major early poststructuralist book, Gilles Deleuze’s Nietzsche and
Philosophy (1962) drew attention to Nietzsche’s subversion of the rationalist
ideal of knowledge and his caustic critique of the habit of Christian civilisa-
tion of locating spiritual meaning in everything. The material world is a play
of forces in contention, not something that conceals spirit or meaning. It
cannot be understood using rational categories like ‘subject’, or ‘object’, or
‘will’, or ‘truth’, because all categories necessarily ‘lie’. By grasping the world
of forces in differential flux, categories translate flux into stable identities,
things that have nothing to do with the world. All our thinking is fiction
making, forming a chain of metaphors that substitute stability for the inher-
ent instability of existence and meaning for the eternally returning sameness
of a material world; there remains no spiritual sense and the material world
ultimately resists being translated into ideas or ideals like justice or truth or
sin and redemption. Nietzsche’s ideal philosopher-artist learns to accept this
state of things, to refuse to assign meaning to things, to avoid categorisation,
to accept the groundlessness of all our ways of thinking, to throw himself into
the play of the world and dance with it.

In 1966 another book by Foucault – Words and Things (Les Mots et les
Choses, translated as The Order of Things) – drew attention to the new way
of thinking. Foucault examines rationalism historically and shows how it
comes into being and changes over time. Reason is no longer to be understood
as a light that was switched on at a point sometime during the seventeenth
century and that continues to illuminate everything we do and think in the
same consistent manner, locating an objective order in empirical events. The
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very notion of such an order, Foucault argues, was itself a historical invention,
one that required the systematic displacement of earlier ways of knowing that
did not make classificatory cuts in the world and that thought and spoke of
the world as an order of resemblances and interconnected parts, one of which
was language itself.

It was in the experimental literature of writers like Mallarmé, Lautréamont
and Artaud especially, that the new French thinkers began to see an alternative
current to the rationalism and repression that characterised modern capitalist
culture. The new thinking sought to undo this repressive social order by har-
nessing the signifying potential of the signifier and with it all the heterogene-
ous elements that capitalist signification worked to restrain in the world
signified. A new politics of the signifier began to emerge in the journal Tel quel
(literally ‘Just as it is’) especially, which devoted much space to the new gener-
ation of poststructuralist thinkers like Julia Kristeva and Jacques Derrida.

The publication in 1967 of Derrida’s three books Of Grammatology,
Writing and Difference, and Speech and Phenomena marks a major turn in the
evolution of poststructuralism. Derrida’s critique of western rationalism
includes Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism, and Derrida finds an alternative to that
tradition in the very artist-renegades, represented by Bataille and Artaud,
who were being championed by the telquellistes. Western logocentric philos-
ophy privileges reason and truth and banishes the artist-renegade. Reason
demands that representation, signification and language be subordinated to
its higher authority, but the renegades believe that signification itself begets
truth and allows reason to operate. The order of priority is reversed, and the
values and assumptions that order upheld – that reason precedes signs, that
truth is outside and above representation, that authenticity and presence
precede and determine the artificial play of signifiers – are set in play, become
unsteady and enter negotiations they sought to avoid. Western philosophy has
sought rational forms of authority that sustained social forms of authority,
and the questioning of the first necessarily dovetailed with the radical cri-
tiques of social authority underway in the 1960s.

Kristeva is probably the thinker who most clearly embodies the radical
spirit of Tel quel. In Semeiotike: Towards a Semanalysis (1969) and
Revolution in Poetic Language (1974) she joins aesthetic to political radical-
ism. In the first, she links Marx’s notion of production to semiotics and pre-
sents the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, especially his concept of dialogic
ambivalence, to French readers for the first time. In Poetic Language, she
argues that writers like Lautréamont, by undermining the orders of significa-
tion (which she associates with thetic statements that assume a separation of
subject and predicate in a thesis statement such as ‘I know x’), tap into a well
of as yet unordered language processes and unarticulated sounds to generate
new possibilities for thought and for society, greater freedom to signify and
greater liberation from the capitalist regime of utility, functionality and work.
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Deleuze, in Difference and Repetition (1968) and The Logic of Meaning
(1969), had elaborated on his own earlier philosophic work on Nietzsche’s
concepts of play and the differences of force that constitute reality. With his
collaborator of the 1970s, Felix Guattari, Deleuze becomes one of the most
interesting and creative of the political poststructuralists. While the weld of
Marx, Freud and poetic modernism in Tel quel in some respects inaugurates
poststructuralism understood as a form of cultural politics, it remained for
Deleuze and Guattari to take the additional step of going beyond Marx and
Freud. Their The Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972) and A
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1980) criticise Freudian
oedipalism and elaborate a new post-Marxist political ontology. Against the
then prevalent psychoanalytic myth of Oedipus, which describes desire as
originating in absence or lack (of access to the forbidden mother), Deleuze
and Guattari instead propose a positive concept of desire as a productive
activity. They also announce a new set of concepts for understanding the
world and our place within it. We are all machines, they argue, and the insti-
tutions we make for ourselves such as the family and the state are also
machines that take the desiring-production of humanity and process it in
useful ways for a particular social regime. The oedipal family is useful for cap-
italism because it represses desires that might be in excess of the limits the
utilitarian capitalist system requires. In order to work functionally, we have to
desire efficiently. But desire is innately reckless and inefficient, a flow of energy
without bounds, and it should be understood as just one segment in larger
flows of energy and matter that constitute the world as a mobile, varying,
multiple flux with different strata that make up planes of consistency. We exist
within such planes as lines of flight that can either escape or be captured and
pinned down by signifying regimes, semantic orders that assign us meanings
and identities as ‘boy’ or ‘girl’ or ‘businessman’ or ‘wife’. All such stabilisa-
tions or codings constitute territorialisations in that they establish boundar-
ies of identity that restrain temporarily the movement of the flows and the
lines of flight. They hold them in place (demarcate a territory), but deterrito-
rialisation is a more powerful force, and everything eventually breaks apart
and flows anew, only once again to be recaptured and reterritorialised by
another social regime of signification, made useful and meaningful at the
same time.

Jean Baudrillard espouses an immediatist politics appropriate to the student
movement of 1968, which demanded an immediate total revolution of society,
in place of the deferred change or gradual amelioration sought by the unions
and the left parties. Baudrillard’s first book, The System of Objects, appeared,
appropriately, in 1968. It lays out one of his central themes: modes of significa-
tion have taken the place of reality. About the shaping of desire and identity by
advertising, System describes a world in which material needs have given way
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to codified equivalences between commodities and personal identity.
Capitalist production has ceded primacy to the process of reproduction
through the marketing of goods, and that marketing is entirely semiotic. The
code dominates our lives and tells us who we are. There is no reality apart from
it. Baudrillard would extend this argument in Consumer Society (1970) and
For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (1972), but his most scan-
dalous book of this early period is The Mirror of Production (1973), an
extended critique of Marx and of Marxism. Marx, he argues, merely holds up
a mirror to capitalism by adopting its categories, such as ‘production’. By
doing so, Marx mortgages everyone’s lives to the capitalist–rationalist ideals
of deferred gratification and functional usefulness. Reform socialists (to this
day) argue that the goal of social revolution is a shorter working day;
Baudrillard argues that it should be the abolition of work as capitalism knows
and imposes it – a system of equivalence that equates human lives with mone-
tary signs and exchange values. No contradiction at the heart of production of
the kind Marx adduced (between workers and owners, or between productive
forces and productive relations) will end this system; change can only be
brought about by dismantling the code of signification itself (which is what
defines capitalist production itself as a set of equations between money, time
and human life). Against the subsumption of all the radical energies opposed
to this rationalist social system into parties or unions that as much control and
restrain as direct them, Baudrillard proposes a negative strategy of disaffec-
tion, a withdrawal of support, a revolt against the code of valuation as such:

All the institutions of ‘advanced democracy’, all ‘social achievements’ in regard to
personal growth, culture, individual and collective creativity, all of this is, as it has
always been, simply the privilege of those with private property, the true right of the
few. And for everyone else there are day-care centers and nurseries, institutions of
social control in which productive forces are deliberately neutralized. For the system
no longer needs universal productivity; it requires only that everyone play the game.
This leads to the paradox of social groups who are compelled to fight for a place in
the circuit of work and of productivity, the paradox of generations who are left out
or placed off limits by the very development of the productive forces . . . Revolt
emerged against the integration of labour power as a factor of production. The new
social groups, de facto dropouts, on the contrary, proved the incapacity of the
system to ‘socialize the society’ in its traditionally strategic level, to dynamically
integrate them, even by violent contadiction at the level of production. And it is on
the basis of their total irresponsibility that these marginal generations carry on the
revolt.1

It is in this book as well that Baudrillard provides a capsule portrait of the
artist radical:
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The cursed poet, non-official art, and utopian writings in general, by giving a current
and immediate content to man’s liberation, should be the very speech of
communism, its direct prophecy. They are only its bad conscience precisely because
in them something of man is immediately realized, because they object without pity
to the ‘political’ dimension of the revolution, which is merely the dimension of its
final postponement. They are the equivalent, at the level of discourse, of the wild
[sauvage, wild or uncontrolled] social movements [of May ’68] that were born in a
symbolic situation of rupture (symbolic – which means non-universalized, non-
dialectical, non-rationalized in the mirror of an imaginary objective history).2

The Mirror of Production describes society in a manner that will influence
Foucault’s theory of the carceral or disciplinary society. For Baudrillard,
society consists of very little else than institutions of social control and disci-
pline. Like the Italian radical thinkers of his generation, especially Antonio
Negri, he argues that the discipline of the factory floor has spread to all of
society.

Baudrillard’s work of the late 1970s and 1980s, especially Symbolic
Exchange and Death (1976), portrays signification as having so replaced
reality that now one can say that the world is altogether simulational, entirely
generated by semiotic models that have no referent in a supposedly ‘real
world’. All of our desires are codified and manipulated as fashion; all of our
thought is saturated with semiotic equations that make critique (the pose of
standing outside the system and opposing it) futile; detached from any refer-
ent in the world, capitalist signs refer only to other signs within a closed
system. Baudrillard’s later work, especially Seduction (1979), Simulacra and
Simulations (1981), The Fatal Strategies (1983) and The Gulf War Did Not
Happen (1991), has attracted a great deal of attention amongst philosophers,
cultural critics and artists (who perhaps have come to recognise in his deliber-
ately provocative style a version of their own aesthetic radicalism).
Baudrillard’s work is the most resiliently leftist and political of his class of
poststructuralists. Indeed, thirty years later, it is difficult to imagine that
someone still manages to write so ably and accurately in the style of 1968.

Michel Foucault in the 1970s and 1980s broadened his historical critique of
western regimes of knowledge and western social institutions such as the hos-
pital to include what he called the general disciplinary power that saturates
society as a whole and shapes our lives. Foucault’s master work written in
1975, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, is a history of the emer-
gence in modern times of a ‘carceral’ or disciplinary society in which overt
forms of public punishment of the kind that characterised the eighteenth
century have given way to practices of self-discipline learned in institutions
such as schools. Anxiety over behaving well has replaced fear of being publicly
dismembered or burned. We have become our own prison guards, according
to Foucault, and have learned to mould our behaviour in accordance with the
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needs of modern capitalism. The three volumes of Foucault’s History of
Sexuality (1976, 1984) dislocate gender traditionally conceived as a stable,
ontologically grounded cluster of acceptable identities by arguing that sexu-
ality and sexual practices have been the objects of disciplinary power/knowl-
edge that have ‘scientifically’ constructed ideals of propriety by excising and
rendering unwelcome sexual practices that earlier ages had no trouble in
accommodating. Foucault’s most provocative example is sexual love between
men in ancient Greece, a practice celebrated by none other than Plato, the phi-
losopher most fondly turned to by many contemporary social conservatives
who oppose equal rights for gays and lesbians.

The work of Jean-François Lyotard quickly acquired the political tone that
had been established in 1968 (what might be called ‘revolutionary optimism’).
In Discours/Figure (1971) he argues for a deconstructive understanding of fig-
uration or rhetoricity as the spatial representation which makes the discursive
ordering of objects possible while simultaneously undermining and eluding
all rational intelligibility. His Dérive à partir de Marx et Freud (‘Adrift after
Marx and Freud’) (1975) gives voice to the post-Marxism that would become
a commonplace of French poststructuralist thought in the 1970s. Already in
Discours/Figure, Lyotard had linked figuration to desire and to the operations
of the unconscious, what he would in a later book call a ‘libidinal economy’.
In this book, social and political institutions like capitalism or the Party are
described as mechanisms for restraining desires potentially in excess of
socially acceptable limits. The task of radical politics is to liberate those
desires. Lyotard accords priority to experimental art, which works radically
with visual figuration itself rather than making it subordinate to meaning,
over the traditional sloganising of the Left, which gives primacy to meaning
over the artifice of figuration.

In The Post-Modern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1979) Lyotard
describes the contemporary historical situation in which the old western
European master narratives of progressive subjective enlightenment and
rational liberation (liberal humanism and Marxism especially) no longer
apply to a world of micronarratives that cannot be dominated by any single
legitimating metanarrative. Instead, a criterion of scientific and economic
performativity or usefulness and technical/economic effectiveness has
replaced the old rationalist ideal of a legitimating metalanguage, and it is
linked to the growing power of corporations. By controlling scientific
research, they are setting the terms of what can be construed as useful knowl-
edge (and by implication, of what is construed as true). Truth is no longer the
possession of a rational subject, nor is it a property of a reality that would be
described objectively using objective scientific methods. Rather it is deter-
mined by the effectivity of knowledge within a particular economic situation
dominated by corporations that have the power both to shape the world and
to say what counts as scientific truth regarding that world. What will count as
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true is what is useful from their point of view. For example, tests on drugs that
provide justification for marketability will be deemed true; tests that provided
contrary results will be avoided.

Marxists have not always been comforable with the new ways of thinking
about literature, culture and society offered by poststructuralism. Yet post-
structuralism can be seen as a continuation of the project initiated by Marx
and by other social and cultural critics interested in the building of a more just
human community. As Derrida notes in Specters of Marx (1993), poststructu-
ralist deconstruction is in some respects the next logical step in Marxism, but
as such it is also necessarily a step away from Marxism towards what Derrida
calls a ‘New International’, a programme for change that ranges from family
dynamics to global institutional politics. It is indeed a ‘general program’, if a
post-Marxist one.
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8

Adorno and the early Frankfurt School
Andrew Edgar

Although the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research was founded in 1924, the
work of the Institute took on its distinctive theoretical character only after
1930, when the philosopher Max Horkheimer (1895–1973) became its direc-
tor. At the core of Horkheimer’s programme for the Institute was a commit-
ment to multi-disciplinary, empirical social science projects, articulated
within a Marxist social philosophy.

The Institute’s Marxism (initially developed by Horkheimer along with
Herbert Marcuse, 1898–1979) was firmly within the scope of western
Marxism opened up by Georg Lukács’ History and Class Consciousness
(1923). On the one hand, Marx was situated within the main tradition of
German idealist philosophy, and thus as an inheritor of Kant and Hegel. On
the other hand, Marx’s own social and economic theories were developed in
order to provide a more adequate account of twentieth-century capitalism
than that provided by orthodox Marxism. The core concern of the Institute’s
research programme was the problem of the relationship between base and
superstructure in late capitalism, articulated in terms of the connections
between economic life, the psychological development of individuals, and
changes within science, religion and art, law, custom, public opinion and
popular culture. Psychological and cultural mechanisms were to be explicated
in terms of their function in the continuing latency of objective class conflict.
Thus, during the 1930s and 1940s, alongside the major Institute projects on
anti-semitism, Nazism and authoritarianism, Institute members published on
economic theory, class structure, trade unionism, law and the Asiatic mode of
production, together with important theoretical and empirical work on mass
and high culture. In addition, Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm, particu-
larly, were responsible for exploring a fusion of Marxism with psychoanaly-
sis, thereby providing not merely an account of socialisation appropriate to
Marxist theory, but also a framework in which the fate of the individual in an
increasingly authoritarian and bureaucratic post-liberal capitalist society
could be explained.

In 1932, the Institute began publishing its own journal, Zeitschrift für
Sozialforschung, where the Institute’s first essays on literature appeared.
Although not officially a member of the Institute until 1938, Theodor
Wiesengrund Adorno (1903–1969) was teaching at the University of
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Frankfurt and nevertheless published in the Zeitschrift. However, at this
point, Adorno’s major contribution to cultural theory was in the field of
musicology and the sociology of music, not of literature. Adorno’s contribu-
tion to literary theory would not come until the 1950s. This leaves Leo
Lowenthal, who published Zeitschrift essays on Conrad Ferdinand Meyer,
Dostoevsky, Ibsen and Knut Hamsun, and sketched an outline of a material-
ist literary theory, as the principal theorist and practitioner of a Frankfurt
approach to literature.

Lowenthal published ‘On Sociology of Literature’ in the first volume of the
Zeitschrift.1 Here he responds to what he perceives as the atheoretical (and
ahistorical) nature of contemporary literary criticism. By placing exclusive
emphasis on those elements of artistic production which are not amenable to
analysis or explanation, literary criticism does not merely cut itself off from
any rational discourse about art, but also from any rational reflection upon its
own methodology. The work of art is thereby credited with an ultimately
mystical autonomy from social and historical forces. In contrast, Lowenthal
suggests that both the form and content of a literary work can be understood,
adequately if not exhaustively, through reference to the social and historical
conditions within which the work is produced. The task of a materialist liter-
ary theory becomes that of accounting for ‘the extent to which particular
social structures find expression in individual literary works and what func-
tion these works perform in society’.2 He illustrates this through a series of
sketched analyses of German literature.

The social structures with which Lowenthal is most concerned are those of
the economic base, and their manifestation in class conflict. In order to
account for the link between social structures and art Lowenthal turns to
psychoanalytic theory. Lowenthal’s materialist theory of literature is con-
cerned with ‘mediation’, by which he means the processes through which cul-
tural (or superstructural) phenomena reproduce the base. The way in which
an artist thinks will be expressed in his or her work. This manner of thinking
will be influenced or determined by his or her position and development
within a society characterised by class conflict. For example, Meyer represents
an optimistic, feudally inclined upper class. This is manifest in the way in
which his narratives frame the central events of the story, separating the glori-
ous world of the upper classes from the diversity of mundane social reality. He
denies historical progress, presenting mundane social life as nothing more
than the backdrop to the achievements of great individuals. Lowenthal’s sug-
gestion is that ‘literary studies are largely an investigation of ideologies’, so
that literature functions to form a false consciousness that conceals social
contradictions behind illusions of social harmony.
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Lowenthal’s essay on the Norwegian novelist Knut Hamsun (1937) is,
perhaps, his finest literary analysis.3 The purpose of the essay is to reassess
Hamsun’s work as politically regressive, against the mainstream of critical
interpretation. In later publications of the essay, Lowenthal congratulates
himself on having identified Hamsun’s authoritarianism, prior to his overt
expression of sympathy for Hitler and Nazism. Lowenthal’s analysis centres
upon Hamsun’s distinctive appeal to nature. Increasingly, in western culture,
Lowenthal argues, the identification of the individual with nature represents
the possibility of an escape from social pressures and conflicts. Hamsun takes
this to an extreme, by celebrating the abandonment of the rational liberal
individual to an irrational and unreflective collectivism in keeping with a sup-
posedly natural order.

The thesis is explicated by drawing out a number of themes from Hamsun’s
novels, including an unreasoned opposition to urban life and capitalist manu-
facturing and finance, a celebration of the peasant, and a reduction of all
human relations and practices to the dictates of supposedly natural rhythms
and hierarchies. Hamsun thereby comes to illustrate a distinctive develop-
ment in capitalist ideology. Whereas Meyer, for example, had sought to gen-
erate a coherent appearance that could conceal class conflict, and in the
framework of Marcuse’s more sophisticated account of ‘affirmative culture’
(published in the same year),4 had promised a more authentic inner or private
happiness in compensation for the struggles of the public world, Hamsun glo-
rifies (rather than conceals) the hardship of economic struggle and political
subordination, in what Marcuse calls ‘heroic realism’. Hamsun thereby repre-
sents the psychology of the economically and politically insignificant classes.
Unable to challenge or change their political impotence, they glorify it
through a comparison to submission before the wasteful and destructive
forces of nature. Hamsun’s irrationalism is thus taken to be representative of
an authoritarian personality, sacrificing the only intellectual means for resis-
tance in its nihilistic surrender to domination and brutality.

While Lowenthal’s work begins to outline the possibility of a materialist
sociology, it falls short of the expectations that Adorno, and later
Horkheimer, held for a materialist aesthetics. Crucially, for Adorno, it fails to
give due, dialectical, credit to the autonomy of the art work. Lowenthal
reduces works of art to the status of ideological counters in a class struggle.
While his interpretations may situate those counters with a good deal of sub-
tlety, they tend to suggest that the political interpretation of a work is
exhausted once this class analysis is complete. In effect, the work of art is
credited with no meaning or worth independent of its ideological position.
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A different view begins to emerge in Horkheimer’s essay ‘Art and Mass
Culture.’5 (This essay was first published in English in 1941, in the English lan-
guage successor to the Zeitschrift, during the Institute’s exile in the United
States.) Horkheimer’s approach shares much with Marcuse, not least by relat-
ing art to a private realm of personal imagination and, nostalgically, to the
security of a middle-class childhood. This is explicated by recognising that an
autonomous art is an historically recent phenomenon, marking the separa-
tion of aesthetic activity from social utility. As such, art is linked, not simply
to a private realm of pleasure, but to a realm of freedom, and thus to human
emancipation from economic need. For Horkheimer, unlike Marcuse, this
freedom is realised not simply, or even primarily, through the consumption of
art, but rather through its production. Artistic practice is inherently resistant
to the demands of the economy.

Horkheimer continues by raising what may be seen to be the most funda-
mental challenge to Lowenthal’s and Marcuse’s approach, by throwing into
question the communicative and emotive nature of contemporary art.
Crucially, for Horkheimer and Marcuse alike, the difficulty of articulating a
social theory that is adequate to twentieth-century capitalism becomes more
acute during the 1930s. Relatively early in their theoretical development, they
ceased to believe in the revolutionary potential of the proletariat. Late capital-
ism is rather to be understood in terms of the administrative integration of all
classes into a single system. The contradictions of nineteenth-century high
capitalism are seen to be increasingly managed by industrial and governmen-
tal bureaucracies. Administration extends into the private realm, be it that of
‘well-to-do parents’ adjusting their children to the demands of mass culture,
or adult leisure time being subject to the routines of the ball park and the
movie. At the extreme, the advance of administration is seen to undermine the
possibility of imaginative fantasy, to erode even Marcuse’s private aesthetic
realm, and thus to question the very possibility of art as understood by
Lowenthal and Marcuse.

Lowenthal presupposes that a work of art communicates with its audience.
An appropriately sensitive reading of a literary work will therefore yield a
coherent meaning, and a materialist social theory aids this reading process,
not least in explicating the interpretative interests of the work’s audiences.
Similarly, Marcuse’s analyses rest on the assumption that aesthetic pleasure is
essential to the consumption of a work of art. Horkheimer, in contrast, points
to the modernist avant-garde (figures such as Picasso and Joyce) which makes
‘the masses draw back in horror’. Thus, while a Galsworthy novel may offer
an illusion of harmony (much as Lowenthal suggests), to conceal the ‘miser-
able, almost prehistorical existence’ of contemporary humanity, Joyce and
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Picasso ‘uncompromisingly express the gulf between the monadic individual
and his barbarous surroundings’.6 Paradoxically, precisely by communicating
and giving pleasure, traditional art forms are seen today to deny the very
realm of freedom to which they overtly appeal.

Horkheimer’s assumption, therefore, is that if works of art were communi-
cative, in the manner, say of a Disney cartoon, then they would be indistin-
guishable from any other cultural good. Experience of the mass media of
communication, both in European fascist propaganda and the American
entertainment industries, leads to an uncompromising questioning of the
ideological nature of contemporary communication. In sum, the means of
mass communication are seen as an integral part of the administrative forces
of production of late capitalism. The very language that is used in mundane
communication, and which is taken for granted as something natural, begins
to be seen by Horkheimer as a material resource that works to inhibit critical
reflection, insight and imagination. The last works of art, as Horkheimer calls
them, survive and remain loyal to freedom, only insofar as they denounce
these prevailing forms of communication, pursuing their own inherent logic,
rather than the demands of economic existence, and thereby expose the
natural as unnatural, disrupting the ideological illusion of social harmony.
Horkheimer concludes by appealing to Dewey’s comment that art can be
indifferent to its immediate reception, if the artist has something new to say.
While Dewey implies that a later generation will understand the work,
Horkheimer is pessimistic about the possibility of such an audience (which is
to say, a humanity that can, to some degree, again recognise a realm of
freedom).

Paradoxically, Lowenthal’s materialist approach to art is no more capable
of acknowledging the aesthetic worth of these last works of arts, than would
be an overtly conservative cultural criticism that equates worth with popular-
ity (and thus puts Disney on a par with Shakespeare). It is thus incapable of
recognising the realm of freedom within art. For Horkheimer, the despair of
contemporary society can be inferred, using social theory, from any cultural
good. In contrast, genuine works of art objectify this despair. This suggests
that an adequate materialist aesthetics (as opposed to a sociology of art) will
yield political insight by approaching the work in terms of its inherent artistic
logic. For Adorno, expressing the same point, what Marcuse (and thus
Lowenthal) overlook is the ‘decisive’ level of ‘knowledge and discovery’
embedded in art.7

During and after the war, the Frankfurt approach to literature and culture
becomes ever more sophisticated, not least as Adorno developed Horkheimer’s
social philosophy in line with his own work in philosophy, cultural criticism
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and sociology. Prior to the war, Lowenthal’s interpretation of Horkheimer’s
Frankfurt research programme presupposed a model of capitalist society as
the independent variable in any interpretation of literature. This model is
itself subject to revision and refinement in the light of scientific criticism, new
empirical evidence and historical experience. Implicit in this approach is an
orthodox model of class conflict, and thus the presupposition that the inter-
ests of the proletariat provide an Archimedian point of interpretation from
which to judge the ideological implications of the work of art.

In the Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), Horkheimer and Adorno throw
into question the presupposition of any such fixed point of objectivity. The
problem is not simply one internal to Marxism, grounded for example in the
historical failure of the proletariat to mature as a revolutionary class. The
problem lies more broadly in the nature of enlightened western scientific
knowledge. Lowenthal had questioned the ahistorical and atheoretical nature
of literary criticism, thereby accusing it of irrationalism. Horkheimer and
Adorno turn this accusation (of being ahistorical and atheoretical) against
rational inquiry. They argue that Enlightenment reason, originally motivated
by the desire to dispel myth and superstition, has itself reverted to myth. This
occurs insofar as a positivistic scientific methodology, grounded in the quan-
tification and mathematical manipulation of data, supposes itself to be the
only valid means of acquiring knowledge. By providing the most rigorous
articulation of the concept of reification of all the Frankfurt authors, Adorno
links this intellectual development to the economic base, arguing that
Enlightenment thought manifests the same structure as capitalist commodity
exchange. Commodity exchange presupposes the possibility of equating or
identifying qualitatively distinct goods, insofar as the use-value (or the subjec-
tively perceived utility) of the commodity is subordinated to its exchange-
value (or price). In Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism, the exchange-value
of the good, which is strictly a product of human culture, is mistaken for an
objective property, just as the mythological properties of a religious fetish are
assumed to be objectively present in it. Enlightenment thought reproduces
this fetishistic structure, insofar as it presupposes that its analytical proce-
dures immediately explicate structures inherent in objective reality. Science
presupposes that the concept (not least where it can be reduced to a mathe-
matical expression) exhaustively grasps its object. It may then proceed to
manipulate the object, either through the rational development of industrial
technology, or more ominously, through the application of the same instru-
mental reason to the administration of human beings and social life (in the
bureaucratic administration of a company, or of a concentration camp).

From this, Horkheimer and Adorno draw two crucial implications. First,
the entwining of enlightened scientific thought with industrial and adminis-
trative procedures suggests the impossibility of generating a viable critique of
capitalism using current scientific methods. Second, the curtailment of criti-
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cal self-reflection within Enlightenment reason suggests that authoritarian-
ism, be it in the fascism of the capitalist west, or in Soviet Marxism, is a
product of the Enlightenment. In summary, in its self-understanding,
Enlightenment science and reason sunders itself from the historical, social
and economic context of its own development, and by presenting itself as the
culmination of universal reason, prematurely curtails its critical programme.
Akin to a viable mythology, its existence as a product of a finite and histori-
cally specific human imagination is concealed. Contemporary, post-
Enlightenment society thereby becomes objectively incomprehensible by the
criteria and methodology of its own science and reason.

This analysis can be reformulated by considering Horkheimer and
Adorno’s use of the concept of mediation (Vermittlung). Lowenthal argued
that a literary work would manifest traces of its mediation by the economic
and class structures of the society within which it was produced and con-
sumed. Hence, he proposes little more than a social constructionist thesis,
insofar as the literary work is understood as being constituted by its society.
Horkheimer and Adorno go further, in order to argue that the very discipline
used to understand and criticise such mediation in the object is also, itself,
economically and culturally constituted. Mediation thus takes on an unfath-
omable, and crucially dialectical, complexity. The relationship between the
knowing subject and the known object can never be direct. The subject,
understood both as that which perceives and understands the object and as
that which acts upon the object, is not simply given, as something transcend-
ing history. It is rather the unfolding product of an engagement with nature
and the given cultural environment. Similarly, the object is constituted by the
subject, in being a product of subjective perception, understanding and
labour. The object, as encountered by the human subject, and which itself
mediates the subject, is therefore a crystallisation of historically unfolding
practice and thought. In this context, reification is the precise historical form
in which the subjective moment in this dialectical relationship is concealed
behind an appearance of immediacy.

The very possibility of articulating an objective model of society, and thus
of establishing an Archimedian point from which to judge society, is thereby
thrown radically into question. As an epistemological claim it presupposes
the possibility of extricating the knowing subject from the historical coils of
mediation. Politically, in curtailing critical reflection at an arbitrary point, it is
revealed as a gesture of authoritarianism, implicitly siding with the dominant
reified order by accepting that order as natural and given. The implications of
this argument may be seen in Adorno’s account of cultural criticism. The
claim that the work of art has knowledge embedded within it will be expli-
cated in terms of the possibility of the work of art articulating and revealing
social mediation.

Adorno’s essay on ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’ was written in 1949
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while he was still resident in America.8 What Adorno embraces under the
term ‘cultural criticism’ takes the place of the orthodox approach to literature
that was the subject of Lowenthal’s attack. However, unlike Lowenthal,
Adorno is not prepared merely to replace this approach with one grounded in
a materialist sociology. Such ‘transcendent critique’, precisely in its presuppo-
sition of objective access to society, is as problematic as the ‘immanent cri-
tique’ characteristic of cultural criticism. Adorno’s essay is therefore
structured in terms of an exposition of the tensions found within each form of
critique, and of the tensions between them.

While Adorno gives no specific examples of cultural critics, it may be sug-
gested that, at least in the early part of the essay, ‘cultural criticism’ bears the
associations of the scientific connoisseurship of, for example, Berenson. The
critic combines a certain positivistic knowledge of art works with an ability to
classify works within given evaluative categories. By concerning him or herself
with matters that are immanent to the art work, the critic overtly seeks to sep-
arate culture from the material base. Cultural values are accorded an immedi-
ate validity. Yet, both autonomous art and criticism are linked, in their
historical emergence, with the market. Just as the culture to which the critic
responds is a product of the free capitalist market and the leisure of the bour-
geoisie, so the original task of the critic was to orientate clientele within the
market of intellectual goods. That is, in assigning value to art works, aesthetic
evaluation is implicitly subordinated to economic value and the demands of
the art market. Yet the tracing of this historical narrative is almost incidental
to Adorno’s argument. The fundamental relationship between the critic and
the economic base lies not in the superficial service of class interests, but
rather in the very structure of critical thought.

Adorno points to a contradiction within the concept of ‘cultural critic’.
The one who is overtly critical of culture, is also, as the historical narrative
and concept of mediation reveals, a product of that culture. The contradic-
tion may be understood as that between the particular work of art, which the
critic evaluates, and the universal cultural sphere that provides the critic with
values. Given the reification that characterises contemporary society
(whereby all thought reproduces economic rationality), the critic, by presup-
posing an immediately valid objective order against which particular works
can be judged, subordinates that work to the dominant economic and politi-
cal order, in a model exercise of the curtailment of Enlightenment reason. By
unwittingly subordinating particular art works to a naively presupposed uni-
versal standard, the cultural critic places them within the economic order as
effectively as does the sociologist of culture (or indeed the apologist for Soviet
realism). At best, the implications of critical thought can be differentiated
from those of the sociologist only insofar as the former surrenders the art
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work to the remnants of the market, while the latter generates the data neces-
sary for the administration of culture. Each denies the relevance of the contra-
diction between particular and universal (for the universal, be this an
intellectual or a material order, is assumed to represent the objectivity of
truth), and so nullifies what Horkheimer had identified as art’s resistance to
the economic order. Ironically, in the very attempt to raise culture above the
economic order, and thus to acknowledge the intrinsic aesthetic purposes of
the art work, the cultural critic abandons it to that economic order and the
purposes of commodity exchange, precisely by failing to reflect upon the his-
torical mediation of culture.

At this point Adorno’s analysis appears to reach an impasse, and crucially
one that mirrors the epistemological and political contradictions of
Enlightenment reason. The contemporary economic order appears to allow
for no resistance. The work of art is thereby understood to be serving eco-
nomic interests whether it is treated as an autonomous, spiritual product, or
as a mere social fact, determined by its place in the social structure. Adorno
breaks this impasse, albeit tentatively and uncertainly, by shifting his focus
from cultural criticism per se, in order to question its approach as immanent
critique. The work is approached increasingly from the viewpoint of its pro-
duction, not its consumption.

Immanent critique, properly understood in terms of its potential to
acknowledge the cognitive element in art, shifts the site of contradiction into
the work of art itself. The work is then not interpreted in terms of the positiv-
istic documentation of its detail or what these details may represent. Rather,
the genuine critic, in order to be critical of culture as a whole, turns to the
form, material and technique of the work of art, and thus to purposes that are
integral to the particular work. As Adorno notes elsewhere, the distinction
between scientific knowledge and knowledge in art lies only in art’s mode of
presentation. The epistemic content of art works is thus taken to lie not in the
messages that they may be able to communicate, but rather in the manner in
which the articulation of inherently artistic material may encode something
of society. Adorno notes of Kafka that he exposes the inhumanity of contem-
porary society without explicitly referring to monopoly capitalism. The spell
of a repressive society is expressed, rather, in the tension between Kafka’s
matter-of-fact style of language and the extraordinary events recounted. The
language reproduces contemporary social repression precisely in the
mundane description of that which has to be ‘thus-and-no-different’.9

In effect, while the connoisseur subordinates the goals of the particular work
to those that are decreed by the dominant culture, Adorno treats art works as
mutually antagonistic and inherently flawed particulars that are at odds with
the universal. Only the sterile and lifeless works of the academy are constructed
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through conformity to a given set of aesthetic rules, values and purposes. The
vital work takes as its starting point the inherent logic of the works that have
gone before it, but not in order to confirm and reproduce that logic, but rather
in order to take it to the point of contradiction. Crucially, while Adorno strives
for an exhaustive, coherent interpretation of the art work (translating the aes-
thetic logic and development of the art work into the mundane language of crit-
icism), and is thus motivated by the presence of inconsistency, this coherence is
not achieved or expected. The profound work resists the attempt to classify and
explain it. It remains contradictory, and as such undermines any security that
the interpreter might have in their own standpoint.

Because the work is not understood in isolation from all other work, but
rather as a response to the artistic tradition, the very task that defines the
work is drawn from its engagement with the work that has gone before.
Adorno compares art works to riddles.10 Each work is an attempt to solve the
riddles posed by its predecessors. It is interpreted as the exposition of the
failure of the tradition, stripping away any illusion of consistency and
success. Thus, for example, Adorno’s interpretation of Beckett explicitly situ-
ates his work in relation to the tradition of European theatre since
Shakespeare. Beckett’s work is such that categories from traditional drama
criticism are no longer applicable to it, thereby disrupting the critic’s position.
Yet the work must still be understood as a determinate response to the fate of
categories, such as ‘comedy’ and ‘tragedy’, ‘plot’ and ‘character’, in contem-
porary society. Beckett is seen to expose the impossibility of writing drama
today, and to respond, not by proposing a codifiable alternative such as ‘the
theatre of the absurd’, but by tracing the historical collapse of the tradition.
The taken-for-granted immediacy and coherence of traditional theatre is
thereby irrevocably undermined.

Immanent critique can still lead to falsehood in both orthodox cultural
criticism and artistic production. By focusing on that which is wholly inherent
to the work of art, culture may again be falsely validated as an autonomous
realm, and the art work reduced to mere ornament, not least by concealing the
division between mental and manual labour upon which art is founded. Yet
this division is at once the source of art’s ideological falsehood and its utopian
moment of truth. Adorno does not seek to overcome this contradiction, for
art cannot avoid the falsehood of its privileged position within the division of
labour. Rather, by forcing immanent critique to deal with the relationship
between the aesthetic and material realms and thus to force artistic and criti-
cal practice to reflect upon the material conditions of their own possibility,
immanent critique becomes what Adorno terms a social ‘physiognomy’;
through its very sensitivity to art, it transforms art into an image of the society
in which it is produced and consumed.
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Immanent criticism celebrates what Horkheimer identified as the relation-
ship between the art work and the realm of freedom (and thus truth).
Considered as pure aesthetic activity, artistic production sunders itself from
the economic realm of necessity. It is pursued for its own sake, independently
of the dominant economic goal of profit maximisation and the extraction of
surplus-value. Yet art, along with its materials and techniques, has a social
origin. The technology that the artist uses (for example, painter’s pigments or
the instruments of a musician) are dependent upon contemporary forces of
production; conceptual language is derived from everyday speech; and the
very structures of artistic form manifest that mundane contemporary under-
standing (for example, in the grasp of space, time and narrative). The artist
does not then create ex nihilo, but with materials and patterns of thought that
have crystallised in human culture. The artist rehearses the logic of contem-
porary thought and practice, but in a sphere that is sundered from the presup-
posed ends of that practice. Material that would otherwise be subordinated
to the ends of economic production (even if only through the demand to
provide profitable entertainment) is set free. Adorno adopts and reinterprets
Kant’s formulation that art is ‘purposiveness without a purpose’.11 Art shares
the disciplines of the rest of society, and is thus purposive, but exercises those
disciplines free of the dominant economic purpose. Crucially, this entails that
a successful work ‘is not one which resolves objective contradictions in a spu-
rious harmony, but one which expresses the idea of harmony negatively by
embodying the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in its innermost
structure’.12 The inconsistency of the art work is not then to be attributed to
the failings of the individual artist, but rather to the impossibility of reconcil-
ing the diverse aspects of the (socially mediated) object.

In summary, the shock of modern art, from which, as Horkheimer noted,
the audience recoils, marks art’s negative knowledge of society. It marks the
point at which the immediacy of that which is supposed to be natural is con-
fronted by the unnatural. Art thereby avoids the reified language and thought
of contemporary society, in that an expressive shock, having a negative and
disruptive impact on the illusions of an harmonious cultural and social exis-
tence, replaces positive communication (which could only be of that which is
known anyway). Immanent critique interprets this shock as the pursuit of an
aesthetic logic to the point of inconsistency. It becomes social physiognomy at
the moment at which it attempts to interpret aesthetic inconsistency as the
mark of social contradiction. Only thus does it respect art’s moment of resis-
tance to economic reality.

In conclusion, Adorno may be understood, superficially, as an archetypal
modernist. The dominant value of aesthetic autonomy is articulated through
an understanding of works of art as monadic wholes, that strive for
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consistency and self-justification. (The young Adorno was once upbraided by
his composition teacher, Alban Berg, when he expressed a naive enthusiasm
for a new work by Richard Strauss. Berg took Adorno carefully through the
score, pointing out the arbitrariness of so much of the musical argument.)
Montage and aleatorical composition, as structural principles of art, are
rejected, precisely because of the illogicality of the associations they establish
between the parts of the art work. Adorno celebrates fantasy, but only as
exact fantasy. This modernist approach leads Adorno to a conservative focus
on the accepted canon of great literature and music. Yet Adorno’s greatness as
an interpreter lies in his simultaneous rejection of aesthetic autonomy, or
more precisely, his recognition that aesthetic autonomy is as much the point at
which art is to be condemned for collaborating with the evils of human
history as the point at which it transcends those evils. The modernism to
which he subscribes is thereby forced to become self-conscious regarding its
failure and social responsibility. Crucially, the programme of the Frankfurt
School, articulated by Horkheimer in the early 1930s, remained a modernist
programme and thus one of Enlightenment. Adorno remains true to this pro-
gramme by convicting all involved in it of their failure. Only thus is the self-
critical reflection, that lies at the core of Adorno’s thought, kept alive. The
problem for Adorno is always one of too little Enlightenment (which is to say,
too little or too superficial rational reflection), not too much.
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9

The ‘German–French’ debate: critical theory,
hermeneutics and deconstruction

Andrew Bowie

The development of literary theory in the Federal Republic of Germany was
deeply affected by demands at the end of the 1960s for new critical analyses of
the intellectual traditions which played a role in Germany’s catastrophic
past.1 Despite the moves to ‘de-Nazify’ German society in the Federal
Republic after the war, much of academic and other institutional life contin-
ued to be controlled by those who had at least been compromised during the
Nazi period, if they had not been active Nazis. It was, above all, the Student
Movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s which made an issue of the per-
sisting role of such people, and of the affluence of a society that had so
recently been morally, socially and economically bankrupt. The Student
Movement concentrated on ideas in the Marxist tradition, including the
Frankfurt School, which had been suppressed in the Nazi period and
neglected in the immediate post-war years. These ideas were rather crudely
deployed to question the legitimacy of capitalist economies in the west which
were involved in supporting repressive regimes in the Third World. Such ques-
tioning was supposed to lead to revolutionary change, but it has since become
clear that much of the energy invested in the idea of revolution in fact
depended on feelings relating to the unresolved injustices of the Nazi period.2

The effects of the Student Movement on the humanities were evident in a ten-
dency to disregard aesthetic issues in favour of approaches which looked at
literary texts in particular solely as the products of historical and ideological
conflicts. Even though these approaches were reductive, they did draw atten-
tion to weaknesses in theories of the inherently humanising or revelatory
effects of art, which were still widely held, despite the events of the Nazi
period. At the height of the Student Movement the more differentiated criti-
cal resources available in the work of Adorno and other members of the
Frankfurt School were largely neglected.

Attempts to introduce the ideas of Derrida and other poststructuralists into
Germany had already been made, before his tragic early death in 1971, by the lit-
erary scholar Peter Szondi, but more widespread interest in these ideas took
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longer to develop.3 Given poststructuralism’s dependence on thinkers like
Nietzsche and Heidegger, whose role both in Germany’s past and in the orienta-
tion of the intellectual world of the FRG had come to be regarded with consid-
erable suspicion, it was not surprising that many progressive German
intellectuals, such as Jürgen Habermas, who was Adorno’s assistant and became
the main representative of the Second Generation of the Frankfurt School, were
distrustful of it. However, one of the effects of the failure in both France and
Germany of the more radical hopes of the Student Movement was to create
space for the sceptical style of thought characteristic of poststructuralism,
which continues to influence debates over literary theory, social theory and phi-
losophy throughout the western (and now some of the eastern) world. In impor-
tant respects the concomitant shift from hoped-for praxis to an intensification
of theoretical reflection paralleled moves in Europe at the end of the eighteenth
century. At that time the move from a utopian optimism inspired by the French
Revolution to a more sober critical reflection upon post-feudal possibilities of
understanding and transforming both society and the natural world was part of
what occasioned, in Germany in particular, some of the most important philos-
ophy of the modern period. Significantly, the main theoretical frameworks of
the recent debates have relied upon a re-examination of ideas from the Kantian
and post-Kantian period in Germany, which initiated what Habermas terms the
‘philosophical discourse of modernity’.4 Habermas’ phrase indicates one of the
major fault-lines in the German– French debate: his focus is modernity, not post-
modernity, a term he rejects. The following outline of some widely held assump-
tions about modernity in Germany may suggest why German theorists have,
despite sharing many of the same predecessors, often advanced very different
views from their most prominent French counterparts.

The development of ‘literature’ as a culturally significant concept is itself
part of the ‘discourse of modernity’. Before the second half of the eighteenth
century the primary function of language had been taken to be the represen-
tation of ideas or objects which already exist as such independently of lan-
guage. The conceptions of language of J.-J. Rousseau, J. G. Herder, J. G.
Hamann and others initiate a tradition concerned with the ‘expressive’ or
‘constitutive’ dimension of language, which makes possible the disclosure of
aspects of the world and ourselves that would not become accessible without
language. The justifiable point of the claim, on the part of these thinkers, that
the first language was either poetry or music is therefore that language does
not just re-present what is already there in the world. When these new
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conceptions of language are linked to Kant’s revolutionary insistence in the
1780s upon the active role of the mind in ‘giving the law to nature’ in the
natural sciences and giving the law to ourselves in ethics, the Enlightenment
idea that the truth about the world is ‘ready-made’ and can be represented in
human thought is called into question. The idea that language does not just
represent the world is also relevant to the new elevated status given at this time
both to ‘literature’ and to music, which are seen as striving to articulate what
other forms of language cannot, and to the emergence of a new concern with
hermeneutics, the ‘art of interpretation’. What are in question here are the
foundations of humanity’s new understanding of itself and the world, which
can no longer be assumed to be already established by a divinity. This is the
situation which Habermas considers to be definitive of modernity and which
is the focus of the most significant theoretical work in Germany after the
waning of the Marxism of the Student Movement.

The still unresolved disputes in modernity over the status of ‘literature’ are
addressed in this observation by Habermas, which underlines how awareness
of the Nazi period affects the German perception of these issues:

Contemporary debates show what insights we owe to the concentration on the
world-constituting and eye-opening, and at the same time withholding
(vorenthaltende) function of language and aesthetic experience. I see in this a
specifically German contribution to the philosophy of the 20th century, which one
can trace back via Nietzsche to Humboldt and Hamann. However much we stand in
this tradition and feel ourselves indebted to it, for some of us equally specific
experiences of this century have also left behind traces of scepticism. This scepticism
is directed against an abdication of problem-solving philosophical thinking before
the poetic power of language, literature and art.5

Elsewhere Habermas refers critically to Jacques Derrida’s tendency to make
the ‘problem-solving capacity of language disappear behind its world-creat-
ing capacity’.6 For Habermas, failure to acknowledge the civilising effects of
the modern divisions between cognitive, ethical and aesthetic forms of ‘com-
municative action’ leads to a betrayal of rationality manifest both in the
German experience of the twentieth century – Habermas’ worry is suggested
in Walter Benjamin’s portrayal of fascism as the ‘aestheticisation of politics’
– and in the work of the most well-known French ‘literary theorist’. The
potential for controversy thus becomes very obvious.

Despite his misgivings about many of the ideas in poststructuralism, it was
the Tübingen philosopher, Manfred Frank, who probably did most to get the
ideas of Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, Lacan and others taken seriously in
Germany.7 Building on the researches of the philosopher Dieter Henrich,
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5 Jürgen Habermas, Texte und Kontexte (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1991), p. 90.
6 Habermas, Der philosophische Diskurs, p. 241.
7 See, in particular, Manfred Frank, Was ist Neostrukturalismus? (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp,
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Frank established historical and conceptual links between poststructuralism,
German idealism and early German Romanticism, which elucidate the ten-
sions between the orientations represented by Habermas and Derrida. The
story of modern philosophy which emerges from these researches is very dif-
ferent from the one presupposed in many accounts of literary theory.8 A vital
figure here is the philosopher and novelist F. H. Jacobi (1743–1819). Both Kant
and Jacobi are concerned with the question of whether modern reason can
establish foundations for itself without relying on theological support.
Jacobi’s essential contention is encapsulated in his assertion in 1799 to the
philosopher J. G. Fichte that ‘[t]he root of reason (Vernunft) is listening
(Vernehmen). – Pure reason is a listening which only listens to itself.’9 Jacobi
argued that the endeavours of Spinoza and Fichte to establish self-contained
philosophical systems were necessarily narcissistic. Philosophy could con-
struct a system only on the basis of what it had already presupposed: access to
the real, on the other hand, depended upon a prior revelation which philoso-
phy could not explain, because explanation itself relied upon that revelation.
Jacobi therefore characterised his own work as ‘unphilosophy’ and saw the
only answer to the dilemmas of modern philosophy in a return to theology.
The German idealist philosophy of Fichte, Schelling and Hegel,10 which
develops in response to Jacobi and Kant and culminates in Hegel’s system,
was in part an attempt to refute Jacobi’s objections to systematic philosophy
by showing that reason could ground itself. The eventual importance for liter-
ary theory of Jacobi’s remarkably influential claims about philosophy
becomes apparent in Derrida’s unconscious echo of Jacobi, when he claims
that western metaphysics, from Kant and Hegel to Husserl, is based on the
‘absolute desire to hear oneself speaking’.11

Jacobi had already mapped out another aspect of the structure essential to
Derrida and other literary theorists in contributions to the controversy over
Spinoza’s atheism, which began in 1783.12 Here Jacobi suggested that any
relational system based on Spinoza’s principle of ‘all determination is nega-
tion’ – the principle which structuralism would later employ when character-
ising language as a system of differences with no positive terms – led to the
problem of how to ground the intelligibility of what was differentially consti-
tuted. Relational systems entail a regress, in which the intelligibility or
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8 See Andrew Bowie, From Romanticism to Critical Theory: The Philosophy of German
Literary Theory (London: Routledge, 1997), for a detailed account of these issues.

9 Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Jacobi an Fichte (Hamburg: Friedrich Perthes, 1799), p. 14.
10 Schelling cannot always be regarded as a German idealist: see Andrew Bowie, Schelling and

Modern European Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1993).
11 Jacques Derrida, La voix et le phénomène (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1967), p.

115. The pattern of influence which leads from Jacobi to Derrida is traced in Bowie, From
Romanticism to Critical Theory.

12 Above all in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Über die Lehre des Spinoza in Briefen an den Herrn
Moses Mendelssohn von F.H. Jacobi (Breslau: Löwe, 1789). For the details, see Bowie, From
Romanticism to Critical Theory, chapter 1.
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justification of one element is grounded in another element, and so on. What
makes anything intelligible or justified at all in the first place is not explained
by this and therefore requires something outside the system to ground its
intelligibility, which consequently prevents the system being complete in
itself.13 Derrida presents a version of these ideas in his notion of ‘différance’,
the notion that no sign can ever definitively represent a meaning, because signs
rely for their identity on a never-to-be-completed temporalised chain of other
signs. The relationship of the question of grounding to ‘literature’ was
already established by the early Romantic thinker Friedrich Schlegel, who was
one of the first modern thinkers seriously to entertain the idea that the
attempt to ground philosophy might be simply in vain, without making this
an argument for a return to theology. In response to Jacobi, Schlegel main-
tains in 1800 that: ‘Where philosophy ceases, literature (Poesie) must begin . . .
One ought, for example, not just to oppose unphilosophy, but also literature,
to philosophy.’14 Philosophy ‘ceases’ when it cannot provide the final explana-
tion of its own foundations: this can be seen either as leading to an existential
abyss which could only be overcome by a theological leap of faith, or – as
Schlegel sees it at this time, thereby prefiguring aspects of poststructuralism –
as opening the way for endless new possibilities of interpreting and articulat-
ing the world in art.

Frank has shown that even though the German idealist and early Romantic
conceptions of modern philosophy both originate in the attempt to overcome
the problems Kant encountered in grounding knowledge in subjectivity, there
is an essential difference between them, which has been ignored by Derrida
and other poststructuralists. Idealism pursues the ‘metaphysical’ project of
grounding in a systematic manner, whereas early Romanticism renounces this
foundational project and seeks to come to terms with the finite nature of
human reason.15 Where Hegel talks of the ‘end of art’, because art’s capacity
for revealing truth is being superseded by the sciences, Romantic thinkers, like
Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, F. D. E. Schleiermacher, K.W. F. Solger and the
early Schelling, whom Szondi, Frank and others make central to their own
work on literary theory, see the inexhaustibility of meanings in art as reveal-
ing the essence of modernity.16

The debates in literary theory of recent years can be seen as continuing
attempts to understand the relationships between ‘problem-solving’ (scien-
tific) and ‘world-disclosing’ (literary) conceptions of language, of the kind
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13 This idea is later developed in detail by Schelling: see Bowie, Schelling.
14 Friedrich Schlegel, Kritische Schriften und Fragmente 1–6 (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh,

1988), vol. 2, p. 226. Poesie has the Greek sense of poiesis and often refers to any creative art.
15 See Manfred Frank, ‘Unendliche Annäherung’: die Anfänge der philosophischen

Frühromantik (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1997). Frank talks of a ‘re-Kantianisation of phi-
losophy’ in Novalis and Schlegel.

16 See Andrew Bowie (ed.), Manfred Frank: ‘The Subject and the Text: Essays in Literary Theory
and Philosophy’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
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that had already been made by Adorno, Benjamin, Heidegger and others. The
competing positions echo the tension that first became manifest between ide-
alist and Romantic conceptions of art’s relationship to philosophy and
natural science around the end of the eighteenth century, and the work of
Frank, Karl Heinz Bohrer, Peter Bürger, Szondi, Albrecht Wellmer, Wolfgang
Welsch and others, has often been concerned to elaborate stories of modern
philosophy based on this tension. What makes the ensuing debates so contro-
versial is epitomised by the differing conceptions of truth advanced by the
participants. For example, instead of assuming, as do Nietzsche and many in
France and elsewhere – like Jean-François Lyotard17 – that the lack of defini-
tive philosophical foundations leads to an arbitrary proliferation of incom-
mensurable perspectives, Habermas maintains a conception of truth as a
‘regulative idea’, of the kind Frank has shown to have been central to early
Romanticism. In this latter view the pursuit of truth is primarily ethical,
entailing the acknowledgement to others that one’s own beliefs have no claim
to absolute validity: the vital question is how the ethical then relates to the
cognitive and the aesthetic, which is where many disagreements are located.

Habermas’ suspicion, despite his proximity to key Romantic ideas,18 of the
Romantic idea that Poesie is the privileged locus of the disclosure of truth
derives both from his suspicion of forms of discourse which involve normative
claims that are not susceptible to democratic consensus, and from two related
aims of his theoretical project which also inform his criticisms of poststructu-
ralism. The first aim is to invalidate the assessment of modernity proposed by
Horkheimer and Adorno in the 1947 Dialectic of Enlightenment, for whom
Enlightenment falls back into mythology, because of the ‘subordination’ of
everything natural to the arrogant subject.19 It appears to Habermas that
Adorno is led by this assessment to a view of modern art as a kind of negative
theology divorced from existing reality, because he regards other forms of
human rationality as merely instrumental means of controlling nature.
Habermas’ second aim is a change of philosophical paradigm, away from the
idea of grounding philosophy in subjectivity – which he sees as the source of
Adorno’s totalising critique of rationality – towards a conception in which
‘language reveals itself to speaking subjects as something prior and objective,
as the forming structure of conditions of possibility’.20 Habermas thus seems
to echo the priority expressed in the later Heidegger’s famous claim that
‘Language speaks. Man speaks to the extent to which he corresponds to
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17 See Jean-François Lyotard, La condition postmoderne (Paris: Minuit, 1979) and Le différend
(Paris: Minuit, 1983).

18 See Andrew Bowie, ‘German Philosophy Today: Between Idealism, Romanticism and
Pragmatism’, in A. O’Hear (ed.), German Philosophy Since Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999).

19 Cf. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialektik der Aufklärung: Philosophische
Fragmente (Frankfurt a. M.: Fischer, 1971), pp. 3–5.

20 Jürgen Habermas, Nachmetaphysisches Denken (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1988), p. 51.
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language’:21 in both cases language subverts any attempt by the subject to
claim absolute authority.

Despite their common adherence to the idea of the subversion of the
subject by language, there are obvious differences between Habermas,
Heidegger and poststructuralism, which are reflected in approaches to liter-
ary theory. Habermas takes the crucial element in the shift of philosophical
paradigm to be the differentiation of modern spheres of communication into
the cognitive, the ethical and the aesthetic, each of which makes its own kind
of intersubjectively binding demands. Heidegger’s move against the perceived
dominance of subjectivity in the modern world involves a kind of truth he
thinks is to be heard only in the ‘essential’ modern poets like Hölderlin and
Rilke (which brings him closer to certain aspects of Adorno’s position).22

Poststructuralism, while to some extent adopting Heidegger’s conception of
the relationship of language to the subject, highlights the subversive ‘aes-
thetic’ moment in claims to rationality by arguing that the very notion of
communicative consensus disguises a repression of differences between
incommensurable language games, of the kind supposedly characteristic of
subject-centred ‘Western metaphysics’.

The main German participants in the debate of the last thirty years over the
ramifications of Critical Theory for literary theory adopt positions either
closer to Heidegger or closer to Habermas. The divergences between the posi-
tions of Bürger and Bohrer exemplify this, with Bohrer representing the
‘French’ side of the debate, though the debate is, of course, not defined by
geography or national identity. Bürger’s Theory of the Avantgarde (1974) was
written partly as a response to discussions in the Student Movement. It seeks
to do justice to Marxist insights into the social function of art, while at the
same time coming to terms with the attacks directed by the avantgarde move-
ments of this century against the very idea of art. Bürger’s key notion is the
‘institution of art’, which is ‘both the apparatus which produces and distrib-
utes art, and the dominant ideas about art at a particular period that essen-
tially determine the reception of works’.23 He maintains that the development
of the idea of the autonomy of art from society in the aestheticism of the
second half of the nineteenth century enables the avant-garde to criticise art
for its lack of social consequences. The avantgarde attack on autonomy
makes visible the institution of art in bourgeois society, most vividly in Marcel
Duchamp’s making of a urinal into a work of art for the art-market.
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21 Martin Heidegger, Unterwegs zur Sprache (Pfullingen: Neske, 1959), pp. 32–33. Heidegger’s
move towards this conception of language begins in the 1930s, but it becomes predominant
after the end of the war.

22 Adorno is often closer to Habermas than Habermas allows: see Bowie, From Romanticism to
Critical Theory, chapter 9. Adorno makes his differences from Heidegger very clear in his essay
on Heidegger’s interpretations of Hölderlin: see Noten zur Literatur III (Frankfurt a. M.:
Suhrkamp, 1965).

23 Peter Bürger, Theorie der Avantgarde (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 1982), p. 29.
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Academic study of works of art – Bürger is referring to all the arts, including
literature – should therefore now be concerned with the ‘analysis of the func-
tion’ of the work within the specific contemporary forms of the institution of
art, not with norms that are supposed to transcend that institution. Bürger’s
account of the emergence of aesthetic autonomy accords with Habermas’
account of the separation of the modern spheres of communicative action.
However, he does not worry, as Habermas does in the wake of his mentor
Adorno, that bringing art back into everyday life might lead to a regressive
erosion of its ability to sustain a domain of specific meaning not articulated
in the other spheres of modern life.

Bürger’s concentration upon the ways in which art can be integrated into
other forms of understanding is one of the targets of Bohrer’s attempt to
show, in the light of the early Romantics and Nietzsche, and against Hegel
and his contemporary heirs, that the significance of art in modernity, far from
being diminished by the massive new growth of warrantable knowledge, gains
a radical new dimension. Whereas Bürger is concerned with the ‘mediation’
of art as something to be comprehended in terms of its relations to society,
Bohrer thinks this approach ignores the ‘immediacy’ vital to modern art, par-
ticularly since Baudelaire, which he terms ‘suddenness’.24 He therefore defines
‘aesthetic appearance’ as ‘the particularity of the aesthetic artefact which is
not legitimated by any logos or any reference to society’.25 Like Lyotard in his
work on the sublime, Bohrer concentrates on the moment of terror associated
with the sublime, which he deems to be the central moment in modernist art,
linking it to Nietzsche’s idea of beauty as the temporalised counter to the
‘Dionysian’ horror of being, and to Adorno’s notion of the ‘non-identity’
evident in modern art’s resistance to being made discursively accessible.

Bürger’s and Bohrer’s conceptions raise paradigmatic questions. Bürger
can be seen as occluding the enduring potential for semantic novelty of works
from the past by simply classifying them in accordance with already existing
criteria. Bohrer’s insistence on showing that art is resistant to being converted
into conceptuality – hence his reliance on music-oriented thinkers like
Nietzsche and Adorno – renders the status of his own general theoretical
claims about modern art problematic. Given the discussion of modernity
above, it is significant that the opposition between Bürger’s ‘mediation’, and
Bohrer’s ‘immediacy’ echoes the opposition between Hegel and Romanticism.
Hegel was concerned to show that nothing is ultimately immediate, because
immediacy itself is only intelligible via its opposite, which means that it is
really still an aspect of ‘mediating’ thought. The Romantic claim, deriving
from Jacobi, was that mediation leads to a regress of mediations, which
require an immediate, conceptually inarticulable ground in order for the
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world to be intelligible in the first place. The recent German–French debates
can, therefore, be understood as a series of disagreements between theories of
texts and other artefacts which rely, like much of the work of the Frankfurt
School, on their relationships to what is already known about language and
society, and theories which think such approaches fail to do justice to the irre-
ducibly particular aesthetic moment. The strength of the best work of
Adorno, which has again become a focus of recent discussion,26 lies in its
attempt to combine these two conflicting approaches, thus pointing to a pos-
sible reconciliation of some of the following oppositions, which have set the
terms of this German–French debate.

In the view associated with Lyotard and others, in which the influence of
Nietzsche and the later Heidegger is apparent, the particularity essential to
the aesthetic is employed as the basis of a more universal characterisation of
modern thought, in which rationality is regarded as inherently involving a
repressive imposition of identity on difference by the modern subject. The
perceived exclusions generated by modern rationality are then opposed in the
name of a new ‘postmodern’ openness to irreducible ‘alterity’, of the kind
also suggested by Bohrer’s ‘suddenness’. The legacy of Nietzsche and
Heidegger is, though, itself deeply ambiguous. Derrida, for instance, while
relying on the later Heidegger’s problematic notion of a language of meta-
physics, pursues an incessant Nietzschean undermining of interpretative
claims, on the grounds that any such claim pretends to an impossible ‘meta-
physical’ correspondence of signifier and signified. Heidegger’s pupil Hans-
Georg Gadamer asserts on the other hand – thereby coming closer to Hegel –
that ‘understanding is never a subjective relationship towards a given
“object”, but belongs rather to the effective history, and that means: to the
being of that which is understood’.27 Understanding for Gadamer is, there-
fore, not thought of as entailing the problematic sceptical consequences
implied by Derrida, even though neither Gadamer nor Derrida thinks that
interpretation can be metaphysically foreclosed.28

Habermas’ Gadamer-influenced revisions of critical theory, in contrast,
aim to show that the intersubjective nature of communicative action invali-
dates descriptions of modernity couched solely in terms of the dominance of
subjectivity, and so obviates the need for a radical critique of rationality. Frank
has, however, questioned both German and French versions of the role of the
subject in modernity. He contends that the Jacobi-influenced arguments of
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26 See, e.g., Christoph Menke, Die Souveränität der Kunst: ästhetische Erfahrung nach Adorno
und Derrida (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1991).

27 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1975), p. xix.
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the Romantics show that modern philosophical thinking about subjectivity
has anyway not been exclusively based on Cartesian self-presence and the
subject’s resultant dominance of its other, which means that much of the phil-
osophical story of modernity told by Heidegger, Derrida and Lyotard is
untenable. He and Henrich argue that any wholesale move to the linguistic
paradigm, whether in Derrida’s or Habermas’ version, fails to account for the
non-propositional individual awareness of myself that is essential to the very
possibility of my understanding language, and thus to any account of ration-
ality, let alone to accounts of the production and understanding of innovative
forms of language or music. This leads Frank to the claim, derived from
Schleiermacher, that the effect of attention to literature in modernity lies not
least in the emergence of awareness of literary ‘style’, as a manifestation of
the individuality of the subject which cannot be reduced to general terms. He
contrasts this view with Habermas’, Gadamer’s and Derrida’s view of the
subjection to language inevitably incurred by those who speak it.29

The main disagreements in literary theory have, then, increasingly revealed
themselves to be part of the continuing debate about the status of modern
rationality in the face of the loss of belief in transcendent authority. In a
notable polemic which epitomised one of these divisions,30 Frank concurs
with Habermas’ argument that the search for non-coercive democratic con-
sensus is the only possible basis of ‘post-metaphysical’ rationality against
Lyotard’s insistence on the différend, the discursive conflict which is totally
undecidable because a ‘universal rule of judgement between heterogeneous
types of discourse is lacking’.31 Awareness of the undecidability of a discur-
sive conflict, Frank argues, already excludes the possibility of wholly ‘hetero-
geneous types of discourse’: without some residual agreement by both
partners on what is at issue in a dispute (including the fact that they are in
dispute) neither can claim to be involved in a dispute at all, irresolvable or
not.32 The essential question here is the extent to which insights based on the
particularity of the aesthetic, of the kind Lyotard relies on for his notion of
the différend, are to inform thinking about truth and meaning. Here the issues
are anything but straightforward: Frank, for example, rejects strict divisions
between the cognitive, the ethical and the aesthetic, and thus gives a more sig-
nificant role to the ‘literary’ than Habermas. The locus of these debates has,
though, begun to shift. Given the continuing lack of constructive engagement
by Derrida and most other poststructuralists with the criticisms of
Habermas, Frank and others, there has been a widespread move in Germany

130 Marxism and post-Marxism

29 See Manfred Frank, Stil in der Philosophie (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1992).
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Habermas (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1988).
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away from concern with poststructuralism, towards development of the dia-
logue, already established in the 1970s by Karl-Otto Apel and Habermas, with
pragmatic and other traditions of American analytical philosophy. Whether
this dialogue with traditions that are more oriented towards the natural sci-
ences will lead to a neglect of the inheritance of Romanticism and German
critical theory remains to be seen.
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10

Post-war Italian intellectual culture: from
Marxism to cultural studies

Renate Holub

Post-war Italian intellectual culture can be analysed by way of three distinct
yet overlapping phases. The first period – 1944 to 1968 – is characterised
mainly by a drive by intellectuals to establish Marxism as the dominant criti-
cal theory. During this period, against opposing ideas from the centre
(Crocean liberal secularism and catholic modernity) and the right of centre
(conservative Catholicism), Marxism increasingly came to dominate the
public sphere; so much so indeed that influential intellectual currents – phe-
nomenology, hermeneutics, semiotics, positivism, existentialism, textual crit-
icism, Neo-Hegelianism, structural linguistics – looked to Marxist ideas as
points of reference against which to set themselves off. 1968 was the year
which signalled the triumph of Marxism in Italy; a second period, lasting
from 1968 to 1986, was marked by a massive production of cultural knowl-
edge from within the Marxist paradigm. However, it was also characterised
by an increasing fragmentation of the left. As a result, it was during this
period that turbulent struggles arose between various Marxist forces.

This fragmentation also created a space for the re-emergence of philosoph-
ical theories inspired by Husserl, Heidegger, Levinas and others that opposed
Marxist interpretations of history, the subject and agency. Thus, the third
period, from 1986 to 1999, witnessed a dismantling of the Marxist project to
the extent that positions derived from French postmodernism gradually dis-
placed Marxism altogether. It was also during this last phase that Italy’s cul-
tural politics – which had previously been organised in relation to modernist
notions, such as the territorial state, high cultures and national identities –
were gradually opened up to new conceptions of culture, reflecting an increas-
ing awareness of global issues.

The triumph of Marxism

In the period leading up to 1968, the success of Marxist cultural politics
cannot be viewed in isolation from the political power of the communist party
and the symbolic capital it commanded in western socialism at large. Due to
its leadership role in the resistance against fascism, the communist party had
considerable success in its promotion of socialist ideas in general and classical
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Marxism in particular; such was at least the case during the immediate post
war era.1 Italian Marxists – Mario Alicata, Giorgio Amendola, Delio
Cantimori, Lucio Colletti, Renzo De Felice, Galvano della Volpe, Palmiro
Togliatti and others – continued to refine and disseminate their cultural poli-
tics through the fifties and sixties. They did so in spite of considerable inter-
national pressure to promote liberal, rather than Marxist, political cultures.
They also had to overcome domestic obstacles, such as the influence of the
catholic church in educational and cultural institutions. It was in this intellec-
tual climate that the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci were published,2

although, since Gramsci represented for the communist party primarily a
political leader rather than a theorist, the originality of Gramsci’s cultural
analysis remained largely unexplored at this time. Classical Marxist aesthet-
ics, as promoted by Zhdanov in the Soviet Union or by Georg Lukács’ aes-
thetic theory, remained extremely influential until 1956. Yet it should also be
pointed out that leading Marxist intellectuals such as the political scientist
Norberto Bobbio, the philosopher Galvano della Volpe, linguists and semioti-
cians such as Ferrucci Rossi-Landi and Umberto Eco and writers such as Elio
Vittorini and Pier Paolo Pasolini, among many others, persistently argued for
open dialogue with new forms of knowledge developed outside the Marxist
paradigm. In this sense, even during periods of heightened Marxist ortho-
doxy, there always existed strong alternative or dissident versions of
Marxism.

Until 1956, what Marxist intellectuals shared above all with non-Marxist
thinkers was a desire to internationalise Italian culture. This was clearly a
response not only to the provincialism imposed by fascism but also to Italy’s
relative inexperience in dealing with the institutional opportunities modern
liberalism had to offer. Hence Rinascità and Società, major communist jour-
nals, promoted North American writers and philosophers by way of familiar-
ising their audience with institutional practices from other western cultures.
These journals fostered broad discussion of issues drawn from pragmatism,
positivism and scientific methodology, and helped to disseminate the works of
writers such as Faulkner, Steinbeck, Whitman and Hemingway. This strategy
was not dissimilar from that of liberal journals, such as Il mulino (rivista
mensile di cultura politica) and Belfagor (Rassegna di varia umanità), which
also regularly featured the writing of Anglo-American, French and German
authors. There was also, during this period, a significant interest in geopoliti-
cal topics on the one hand, and in the idea of a unified Europe on the other.
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Again, Italian Marxists shared these interests with liberal and catholic intel-
lectuals alike, and their debates focused on anti-colonialist struggles, develop-
ing nations, the influence of Islam and related concerns. However, in the
aftermath of 1956, marked by the Soviet invasion of Hungary and, above all,
by the increasing flow of information about the human costs of Stalin’s
authoritarian regime, the Italian communist party distanced itself from the
Communist International in Moscow, and embarked on its own distinctinve
road towards socialism, eventually called the ‘via italiana al socialismo’.
Marxist cultural politics were deeply affected by this shift. Until the late
fifties, Italian Marxists had vigorously participated in the project to interna-
tionalise Italian culture through activities which related Italy to wider global
concerns. However, they now vigorously launched upon what we may call a
re-nationalising of their Marxist project. While this move is not unique to
Italy – in France and Germany nascent discourses on globality were likewise
briefly influential – its effects in the Italian context were especially marked. To
the extent that Marxism evolved into a powerful political force, calling forth
activities of the unions, student and women’s movements, it also turned into
an intellectual force that reflected not so much on the application of Marxist
ideas in the global realm, but on their applications in a distinctive local
context.

By the late sixties, as Italian Marxists came to the fore, they quickly set up
positions of power in many institutions involved with the dissemination of
knowledge. Publishing houses, journals, university departments, cultural
centres and local governments all contributed to the production of a Marxist
public sphere.3 A Marxist framework, committed to a belief in the collective
subject’s ability to forge its own history, had virtually come to colonise Italy’s
cultural unconscious. Major categories from within classical Marxism, such
as that of the base/superstructure distinction, or the dialectical relation of
politics, society and culture to the economic sphere, greatly influenced
the organisation of multi-volume encyclopaedias and historical studies in the
area of philosophy, literature, art and culture. Thus, for instance, one of the
most important research tools in Italian historical studies, the Storia d’Italia,
is clearly marked by distinctions derived from classical Marxism.4 In addition,
the managers and editors of such projects set up formidable interdisciplinary
research collectives which included economic historians, political philoso-
phers and social historians. Since these scholars shared a Marxist understand-
ing of history and culture, many of these multi-volume projects are superb
examples of theoretical coherence, first rate scholarship and remarkable
breadth. Moreover, the disciplines rating a high status in Italy’s for the most
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3 While local governments organised free cultural events, the communist party staged a yearly
‘festa dell’unità’, where the public could enjoy music, inexpensive food and book exhibits.

4 See, for example, Carlo Salinari, Storia d’Italia: dall’unità a oggi (Turin: Einaudi, 1975), one
volume of a large project dealing with recent Italian history.
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part humanistically oriented educational system – philosophy, literature and
history – soon showed signs of a turn towards Marxism. All the studies
written during this period are organised along Marxist analytical lines.
Examples are Carlo Salinari’s Profilo storico della letteratura italiana (1972)
or Giuseppe Petronio’s Letteratura e società: storia e antologia della lettera-
tura italiana (1972) and Alberto Asor Rosa’s Sintesia di storia della letteratura
italiana (1975).5

From economic analysis to cultural critique

While 1968 marks the triumph of Marxism in Italy, it should also be noted
that the kind of Marxism that emerged at this time was by no means homoge-
neous, but rather encompassed many different theoretical positions. In this
sense it is more accurate to speak of the triumph of heterogeneous Marxisms.
The diversity of Marxist theories is tied to Italy’s geography and to various
disciplinary peculiarities. While the intellectual centres of the North tend to
measure themselves against secularising French and German streams of
thought, centres of the South display greater independence and flexibility. It is
in southern centres, for example, that subjects like liberation theology, which
combine Marxist principles with religious debate, find their most congenial
base. On the other hand, disciplines such as philosophy define themselves
mainly in relation to German philosophy. Accordingly, the critics Salinari,
Petronio and Asor Rosa promoted a Marxist aesthetics in the tradition of
dialectical materialism. Their aesthetics is founded on the premise that litera-
ture and art reveal the elements of class struggle and ultimately reflect, irre-
spective of the artist’s intention, a search for freedom throughout a linear
(western) history. Hence it is the critic’s function to locate the history of class
struggle in cultural texts. This position was called into question by a second
major Marxist trend, namely the structural Marxism of Galvano della
Volpe.6 Here Marxism is postulated not as an ideology or a cultural instru-
ment of transformation, but as a scientific method. As such, it is an explana-
tion of the world and not (or not primarily) a tool for change. Della Volpe
rejects the idea of a dialectical relation between base and sociocultural super-
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5 Carlo Salinari, Profilo storico della letteratura italiana (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1972); Giuseppe
Petronio, Letteratura e società: storia e antologia della letteratura italiana (Palermo: Palumba,
1972); Alberto Asor Rosa, Sintesia di storia della letteratura italiana (Rome: Editori Riuniti,
1974; 1st edn. 1967). See also Giuliano Manacorda, Storia della letteratura italiana contempo-
ranea (1940–1965) (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1974; 1st edn. 1967).

6 Galvano della Volpe, Logica come scienza storica (Rome: Riuniti, 1969); see also his Rousseau
e Marx (Rome: Riuniti, 1974; 1st edn. 1956) and his Storia del gusto (Rome: Riuniti, 1971),
which has been translated as Critique of Taste, trans. Michael Casar (London: MLB, 1978).
See also John Fraser, An Introduction to the Thought of Galvano della Volpe (London:
Lawrence and Wishart, 1977).
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structure, and, above all, the power of the dialectic to effect social change, as
propounded by Hegelian Marxism. Here, as in the structuralist model of
Louis Althusser, cultural transformation is not tied to the logic of changes
dictated by the modes of economic production, but can develop a logic, and a
power, of its own. As a result, della Volpe can decouple culture and art from
the rationale of capitalist modes of production while simultaneously sum-
moning art to revolutionary ends. Hence also he can appreciate those aes-
thetic assumptions which inform the art not so much of realists but of
expressionists, surrealists and other avantgardes. He approves writers such as
Bertolt Brecht, whose epic theatre promotes the production of critical yet
open-ended interaction between audience, actors, playwrights and stage
directors. This theoretical development from within Italian Marxism,
although anti-Hegelian, has ideological affinities with the cultural theory of
the Frankfurt School. It also facilitated a critical elaboration of French struc-
turalism. All the same, it was not able to pose an ideological challenge to
developments in the fields of semiotics, semiology and linguistics, where intel-
lectuals in Italy, more than in other western regions, have produced pioneering
work. Paradoxically, although Gramsci’s theoretical framework might well
have facilitated productive encounters between his analytical concepts and
those of the Frankfurt School, structuralism and linguistics, in Italy such
encounters have remained marginal to this day.7

While classical Marxism provided Italy’s radical movements of the late
sixties with analytical tools with which to study the rise of capitalism in the
west, it also insisted on the primacy of economic factors in historical change.
In addition, Leninist versions of Marxism had insisted on the leadership of
the working class, in the form of a vanguard party, as an essential prerequisite
to the success of any revolution. Yet attentive readings of Lukács, Korsch,
Luxemburg and Gramsci had suggested that the structure of capitalism, as
described by the later Marx, no longer corresponded to those structures of
capitalism which had evolved throughout the twentieth century. Moreover,
analyses of post-World War Two societies suggested that a new service
economy, buttressed by technologies of information, had increasingly dis-
placed a narrowly industrial capitalism. Thus strategies for change would
have to be anchored in theories which reflected the changing nature of the
economy and society. The critical theory of the Frankfurt School, structural-
ism and critical semiotics all offered a basis for developing such theories.
What they chiefly had in common was an analysis of the symbolic reproduc-
tion of power and domination, whereby a critique of social and cultural prac-
tices, of the media and the structures of everyday life displaced the analysis of
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7 See Renate Holub, Antonio Gramsci: Beyond Marxism and Postmodernism (London:
Routledge, 1992). This volume examines Gramsci’s relation to the Frankfurt School, to
Marxist linguistics and to phenomenology.
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politics and economics. Through recourse to concepts developed by the
Frankfurt School, such as the authoritarian family structure (Horkheimer),
the one-dimensionality of existence (Marcuse) and high art as resistance to
mass culture (Adorno), major Marxist journals and publications explored the
validity of cultural critiques as instruments for social change.8 These explora-
tions evolved against the background of polemics for and against the cultural
programme of the communist party. Crucial in these debates were thinkers
like Lucio Colletti, along with Massimo Cacciari and Gianni Vattimo.9 By the
same token, intellectuals such as Maria Antonietta Macciocchi and, some-
what later, Antonio Negri maintained strong theoretical relations with
Althusserian structuralism.10 Finally, theorists inspired by the work of
Ferrucci Rossi-Landi and Umberto Eco pursued systematic research in the
area of semiotics.11 Indeed, if traditional Marxists and neo-Marxists inspired
by the Frankfurt School adhered to a concept of culture which privileged high
culture over mass culture, it was in research devoted to semiotics, and not in
the context of philosophy and history, that Marxist intellectuals discovered
the structures they took to govern the practices of everyday life.12

With the advent of neo-Marxism, structuralism and semiotics, Italian
Marxism shifted its priorities from economic production to the cultural
spheres. Critiques of culture were now credited with the power to effect sub-
stantive political and social change. Yet there was another important shift that
accompanied these debates. With the advent of neo-Marxism, structuralism
and semiotics, Italian Marxists abandoned their penchant for historicism,
history and historiography. This shift of focus towards the present, rather
than the past, also re-validated the social sciences, which in Italy had been
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8 Gian Enrico Rusconi, La teoria critica della società (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1968).
9 See Lucio Colletti, Marxism and Hegel, trans. Lawrence Garner (London: Verso, 1973);

Massimo Cacciari, Krisis: saggio sulla crisi del pensiero negativo da Nietzsche a Wittgenstein
(Milan: Feltrinelli, 1976); Gianni Vattimo, Il soggetto e la maschere: Nietzsche e il problema
della liberazione (Milan: Bompiani, 1974).

10 Cf. Maria Antonietta Macciocchi, Letters From Inside the Italian Communist Party to Louis
Althusser, trans. Stephen M. Hellman (London: MLB, 1975). For a discussion of Antonio
Negri, see his Marx Beyond Marx, ed. Jim Fleming, trans. Harry Cleaver, Michael Ryan and
Maurizio Viano (South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin and Garvey, 1984; Italian original 1979).

11 See for example, Ferruccio Rossi-Landi, Linguistics and Economics (The Hague: Mouton,
1977); or Language as Word and Trade: A Semiotic Homology for Linguistics and Economics
(South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin and Garvey, 1983). For Umberto Eco, see his A Theory of
Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976); Semiotics and the Philosophy of
Language (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984).

12 The most important research in the area of language and society has been produced by the
institute of philosophy and language sciences at the University of Bari in Southern Italy under
the direction of Augusto Ponzio. Among his publications are Produzione linguistica e ideolo-
gia sociale (Bari: Di Donato, 1973); see also his Signs, Dialogue and Ideology (Amsterdam:
Benjamins, 1992). See also more recent work from within this circle by Patrizia Calefato,
Europa fenicia, identità linguistica, comunità, linguaggio come pratica sociale (Milan: Franco
Angeli, 1994).
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under fierce assault from Croce’s anti-positivism, Mussolini’s anti-scientism
and the prestige of the historically oriented humanities in the educational
system.

Where traditional Marxists and neo-Marxists would therefore agree, in
spite of all their differences, is in their belief that society could and should be
rebuilt along egalitarian lines. With the accent on the potential of culture to
effect social change, it should come as no surprise that all major Marxist tra-
ditions in Italy debated the leadership roles of the intellectuals. This is so not
only because questions pertaining to the ‘intellectual’ are central preoccupa-
tions in Gramsci’s political programme. The question of the moral leadership
of intellectuals is indeed one of the most persistent themes that emerges from
many centuries of Italian culture. Mainstream liberals and catholics renewed
their interest in this issue under the impact of the dynamic sixties, and the
more they reflected on it, the further they moved to the left. Every major intel-
lectual journal that had sytematically questioned the foundations of
Marxism in the fifties had itself become Marxist by the early seventies.
Representative examples are two journals from Northern Italy, namely Aut
Aut from Milan, and Il mulino from Bologna.

From cultural critique to cultural studies

There is no doubt that Marxism in Italy was more widespread than anywhere
else in the west. Up until 1976, over half of the Italian population voted for
left-wing parties. Since historically there had been no significant political tra-
dition at the centre, the other half of the population voted for the conserva-
tives or the right. While this polarisation of the electorate empowered the left
to an unprecedented degree in the early seventies, it endangered the left in
equal measure by the early nineties, when new right-wing movements tipped
the political balance in the opposite direction. This emphatic move from left
to right is well documented, as it was preceded by powerful challenges to the
belief in the possibility of social transformation: in the late sixties intellectu-
als still believed in the capacity of reason and the public sphere to effect social
change, yet ten years later, by the late seventies, left-wing intellectuals had
retreated into the private sphere. A crisis of reason was declared.13 Prestigious
journals exchanged optimism for pessimism and chose Nietzsche over Marx.
Under the impact of French poststructuralism, Hegelian history was to make
room either for Foucauldian histories without subjects, or for Heideggerian
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13 See Renate Holub, ‘Towards a New Rationality? Notes on Feminism and Current Discursive
Practices in Italy’, Discourse: Berkeley Journal for Theoretical Studies in Media and Culture 4
(1981–82), pp. 89–108. See also Aldo Gargani (ed.), Crisi della ragione: nuovi modelli nel rap-
porto tra sapere e attività umane (Turin: Einaudi, 1979).
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subjects without histories. Phenomenology and hermeneutics were called
upon to authenticate a minimum of meaning in a postmodern age condemned
to witness its own epochal decline. Central to debates about the crisis of
reason were intellectuals such as Aldo Gargano, Remo Bodei, Carlo Ginzburg
and Gianni Vattimo. The latter formulated his theory around concepts such
as the ‘weak subject’, a ‘new rationality’ and ‘weak thought’.14 To this day,
many intellectuals who identify with the discipline of philosophy have contin-
ued to pursue a critique of reason, a critique premised on the unknowability
of global processes and the impossibility of substantive social change. The
work of Franco Rella, Giorgio Agamben and Maurizio Ferraris are typical of
this trend.15

As in other western nations, feminism in Italy evolved very much in
tandem with the student movement in the late sixties.16 Given the hegemony
of the Marxist paradigm, Italian feminisms are marked by major divisions
within the left, and by the left’s penchant for focusing on national and
western rather than global issues, although Rossana Rossanda and
Mariarosa Dalla Costa developed global agendas.17 By the middle of the
seventies, a solid and widespread feminist culture, established on the basis of
centres and collectives that sprang up in many cities, enabled the dissemina-
tion of feminist ideas.18 Among the leading feminist intellectuals were Lidia
Campagnano, Carla Lonzi, Dacia Maraini, Lea Melandri and Lidia
Menapace. As the male philosophical intelligentsia retreated in the late
seventies, these feminist intellectuals took the opportunity to seize the public
sphere with some highly original work. The Woman’s Bookstore of Milan,
along with the Diotima group of Verona, headed by Adriana Cavarero and
Luisa Muraro, developed the theoretical model of a social-symbolic practice
between women. Discussions of this model dominated the public sphere
until the early nineties.19 Influenced by the philosophical writings of Luce
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14 See Gianni Vattimo and Pier Aldo Rovatti (eds.), Il pensiero debole (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1983).
15 See also Gianni Vattimo, La società trasparente (Milan: Garzanti, 1989); and Peter Carravetta,

‘Repositioning Interpretive Discourse: From “Crisis of Reason” to “Weak Thought”’,
Differentia: Review of Italian Thought 2 (1988), pp. 83–126.

16 Lucia Chiavola Birnbaum, Liberazione della donna: Feminism in Italy (Middletown, Conn.:
Wesleyan University Press, 1986).

17 See Rossana Rossanda, Anche per me: donna, persona, memoria dal 1973–1986 (Milan:
Feltrinelli, 1986); and Mariarosa Dalla Costa, Paying the Price: Women and the Politics of
International Economic Strategy (London: Zed Books, 1995; Italian original 1993); see also
her Donne, sviluppo e lavoro di riproduzione: questioni delle lotte e dei movimenti (Milan:
Franco Angeli, 1996).

18 Paola Bono and Sandra Kemp, Italian Feminist Thought: A Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1991).

19 Diotima (group), Mettere al mondo il mondo: oggetto e oggettività alla luce della differenza
sessuale (Milan: Tartaruga, 1990); and Il cielo stellato dentro di noi: l’ordine simbolico della
madre (Milan: Tartaruga, 1992); see also Renate Holub, ‘Strong Ethics and Weak Thought:
Feminism and Postmodernism in Italy’, Annali d’Italianistica 9 (1991), pp. 124–143.
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Irigaray, Diotima intellectuals built a model which focuses on a symbolic
restructuration – linguistic and conceptual – of both consciousness and the
unconscious. Their project of liberation was based on the idea that concep-
tual and symbolic processes are not separable from the male and female
bodies that produce them, and that social and political equalities are attain-
able only by addressing the cultural conditions of symbolic and conceptual
production. The theoretical model devoloped by the Diotima group remains
the most original contribution to western second wave feminism by Italian
feminists.

Feminists maintained a commitment to Marxist thinking until the early
nineties. Under their influence, Italy’s leading intellectuals mounted a last-
minute campaign to prevent the demise of Marxism. With their journal
Micromega, subtitled ‘reasons of the left’, Norberto Bobbio, Franco Crespi,
Gianni Vattimo, Danilo Zolo and others engaged in a battle for the left as late
as 1986. What is significant here is that humanists finally joined hands with
social scientists. The Italian public sphere was soon to be haunted by scandals
involving the corruption of political leaders, left and right alike. It would also
be haunted by the widespread corruption of its magistrates and its juridical
system. But more importantly, Italy was about to participate in the radical
transformations taking place through the process known as European
Unification. In terms both of its content and its contributors, Micromega reg-
isters these transformations. On its pages, work by pragmatic social scientists
replaces that of utopian humanists. Massimo D’Alema and Walter Veltroni,
who write for this and other journals, are public intellectuals, economists and
political scientists, with occasional ministerial posts in the left of centre coali-
tion known as Ulivo.20 Under their influence, Micromega had abandoned its
allegiance with the left by 1994. Like many other Italian publications, it
renewed its interest in the study of regional and local cultures, in the structure
of cities and the nature of dialects. Thus it shifted from a position of cultural
critique to an approach more closely aligned with cultural studies, thereby,
however, losing a good deal of its critical edge. Yet this shift also signals an
acknowledgment of the formidable challenges to received categories of anal-
ysis and critique. With the decline of the modern state, cities and regions will
play an increasingly important role. They will be called upon to mediate con-
flicts which Italy, as part of the European Union, will henceforth need to con-
front. Today, these conflicts result very largely from the flow of immigrants
and refugees from many parts of the world who enter Italy. Under the impact
of migration, particularly from Muslim majority countries, cultural theorists
need to rethink issues that go beyond Italy. And, however belatedly, a search
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20 Massimo D’Alema, Claudio Verlardi and Gianni Cuperlo, Un paese normale (Milan:
Mondadori, 1995); Walter Veltroni, La bella politica (Milan: Rizzoli, 1995).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



has begun for new political and cultural models that can accommodate diver-
sity. Debates on the future of Islam in Europe have intensified, and new disci-
plines, such as Mediterranean Studies, have lately gained prominence. The
newly established University of the Mediterranean in Rome exemplifies the
trend away from national towards regional studies. And interests in global
and European issues, already apparent in the fifties, are now being pursued
again with renewed vigour.21 Such attention to global and local issues reflects
the emergence of a form of society which bears witness to the ever more
complex interrelation between the local and the global.22
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21 Gian Enrico Rusconi, Nazione, etnia, cittadinanza in Italia e in Europa (Brescia: La Scuola,
1993); Massimo Cacciari, Geo-filosofia dell’Europa.(Milan: Adelphi, 1994); Remo Bodei,
Repenser l’Europe (Bruxelles: Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, 1996); Luisa Passerini,
Identità culturale europea (Florence: Nuova Italia, 1999).

22 For a recent volume on cultural studies in Italy, see David Forgacs and Robert Lumley (eds.),
Italian Cultural Studies: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).
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11

Mikhail Bakhtin: historical becoming in
language, literature and culture

Ken Hirschkop

Mikhail Bakhtin wrote at length about the history of the novel and its roots in
popular-festive culture, and his historical writing is often celebrated for its
extraordinary erudition and breadth of reference. Nevertheless it often
conveys the impression that history is simply a canvas on which Bakhtin is
painting philosophical, political and maybe even religious pictures. This is
partly due to the wild historical generalisations one finds throughout
Bakhtin’s works, generalisations for which Bakhtin scholars have always had
to invent unconvincing excuses, but is more a matter of the aggressive, parti-
san, almost celebratory tone of Bakhtin’s literary-historical writing. For
Bakhtin did not see literary history as a succession of events. He saw the
passage of time as a mountainside down which flowed, with an initially
erratic and faltering momentum, an ever deepening, ever more forceful
current of historical ‘becoming’, which, by the time it struck bottom, had
become a torrent sweeping all before it. History was the focus of his writing
not in the sense of a discipline or a field of problems and concerns, but as the
great achievement of modern European culture, to be protected and cherished
by critical and philosophical thought.

From roughly the middle of the 1930s until his death in 1975, Bakhtin
argued that the European novel was the purest cultural embodiment of this
historical becoming, and that, consequently, the theory of the novel was an
act of supreme historical self-consciousness. In the many essays and notes he
dedicated to the history and theory of this genre, he insisted on both its
uniqueness and its centrality to the modern age. The novel was not just
‘another’ genre. It was

the only genre which is in a state of becoming, therefore it more profoundly,
essentially, sensitively and rapidly reflects the becoming of actuality itself . . . The
novel became the leading hero of the drama of the literary development of
modernity precisely because it best of all reflects the tendency of the modern world
to become; it is, after all, the only genre born of this modern world and in every
respect of a piece with it.1
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1 M. M. Bakhtin, ‘Epic and Novel: Toward a Methodology for the Study of the Novel’, The
Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M.M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, Tex.: University of Texas Press, 1981), p. 7. Here and
throughout I have amended all translations from Bakhtin’s work.
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The novel embodies this historical ‘becoming’ not only in the sense that it is a
genre which is infinitely plastic and adaptable (almost an anti-genre, as some
have claimed), but in the sense that it presents time and the world as ‘histori-
cal: they unfold, albeit at first unclearly and confusedly, as becoming, as unin-
terrupted movement into a real future’.2 The novel therefore not only has a
history but is itself the means by which history moves forward: the story of its
development is the story of how history itself, through centuries of experi-
ment and experience, discovers its proper shape and true vocation. To under-
stand the novel is therefore to understand modernity, or, to put the matter
more forcefully, to become fully modern oneself. Through its new ‘dialogical’
style and its new ideal of narrative Bildung (formation), the novel had
changed the very function of literary writing, and only the most adventurous
kind of literary study would allow us to catch up with its achievement.

What added daring to literary studies was philosophy. Only an ‘authentic
philosophical and sociological approach’, Bakhtin claimed in his first great
essay on the genre, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ (1934–35), would allow one to
‘sense behind individual and period-bound shifts the great and anonymous
destinies of artistic discourse’.3 Only philosophy would continually ask what
literature was for, and would therefore be alert to the moment when literature
as a whole might change direction. By all accounts, Bakhtin would have been
dismayed to find himself embedded in the ‘history of literary criticism’, for he
insisted until the very end of his life that he was really a ‘philosopher’ who had
been forced into the narrower confines of literary criticism by historical
circumstances.4 And indeed, at the beginning of his working life, Bakhtin
seemed set on an interesting philosophical career.

As a young intellectual in the 1920s Bakhtin had enormous ambitions. The
circle of intellectuals with whom he met in this period (they moved around
more or less as a group, and are known today as the ‘Bakhtin circle’) embarked
on what Bakhtin would later describe – under interrogation – as ‘the difficult
and laborious work of the revaluation and testing of all our previous knowl-
edge and convictions’, a revaluation which, however, took its bearings from
the European and Russian philosophical traditions.5 For Bakhtin this revalua-
tion assumed the form of a book on Dostoevsky, only completed in late 1928,
and a systematic work of ‘ethical philosophy’, which addressed the crisis of
Europe in grand philosophical style. Neither completed at the time nor picked
up later, all that remains of this ambitious work are a fragment of an intro-
duction, now known as ‘Towards a Philosophy of the Act’, a good part of a
chapter devoted to aesthetics, now called ‘Author and Hero in Aesthetic
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2 Ibid., p. 30.
3 M. M. Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’, The Dialogic Imagination, p. 259.
4 See S. G. Bocharov for Bakhtin’s confession to him on this matter, ‘Conversations with

Bakhtin’, trans. Vadim Liapunov and Stephen Blackwell, PMLA 109.5 (1994), pp. 1012–1013.
5 KGB Archive, Leningrad region, d. 14284, t. 3, l. 7; cited in Iu. P. Medvedev, ‘Na puti k sozda-

niiu sotsiologicheskoi poetiki’, Dialog Karnaval Khronotop 2 (1998), p. 47 n85.
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Activity’, and notes taken by a listener to a lecture which may have summed up
the contents of a planned chapter on religion.

The crux of its argument would have been familiar to a European intellec-
tual of the time: as a consequence of science and individualism, European
culture had lost its legitimacy, its ability to motivate people’s acts, and ‘as a
result, the performed act sinks to the level of elementary biological and eco-
nomic motivation, that is, it loses all its ideal moments’.6 When scientific rea-
soning, embodied in the ‘universally valid judgement’, became the norm for
cultural creation, the result was ‘a fundamental split between the content or
sense of an act/activity and the historical actuality of its being’.7 Values which
were supported by objective statements and arguments, modelled on the sci-
entific judgement, had no need of individuals, but by the same token had no
call on them either. Lacking what Bakhtin called the quality of ‘oughtness’,
this ‘theoreticised’ culture could no longer serve as the means by which indi-
viduals could embed themselves in a world whose values transcended their
immediate impulses and needs. ‘The world of culture’ had become fundamen-
tally separated from the ‘world of life’, to the detriment of both.8 If history
was to be more than either a random succession of acts or the inexorable yet
meaningless ‘progress’ of culture, the two spheres would have to be reinte-
grated. In the 1920s Bakhtin seemed to think that what was needed was not a
new culture or a new set of values, but a new kind of individuality, able to
appreciate and feel bound by the values already on offer.

No abstract demonstration of moral principles, no matter how compelling
or ingenious, would make the individual consciousness more ‘responsible’ or
‘responsive’ to the values around it. The moral attitude or orientation which
modernity demanded had to be ‘phenomenologically disclosed’, that is,
described for – and then hopefully acknowledged by – readers, the acknowl-
edgement itself being something which ‘cannot be adequately expressed in
theoretical terms, but can only be described and participatively experienced’.9

And the reason for this was fairly straightforward, if somewhat paradoxical:
what made the individual responsible was precisely the recognition that there
were no ‘individuals’ as such. ‘Man-in-general’, Bakhtin announced, ‘does
not exist: I exist and a particular concrete other exists.’10

According to Bakhtin, there was an ineluctable split in our experience of
culture: ‘an inner experience and mental whole can be concretely experienced
– can be inwardly perceived – either in the category of I-for-myself or in the
category of the other-for-me, that is, either as my experience or as the experi-
ence of this definite singular other person’.11 Our own thoughts, feelings and
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6 M. M. Bakhtin, Towards a Philosophy of the Act, trans. Vadim Liapunov, eds. Vadim
Liapunov and Michael Holquist (Austin, Tex.: University of Texas Press, 1993), p. 55.

7 Ibid., p. 2. 8 Ibid. 9 Ibid., p. 40. 10 Ibid., p. 47.
11 M. M. Bakhtin, ‘Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity’, in Art and Answerability: Early

Philosophical Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, eds. Michael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov, trans.
Vadim Liapunov and Kenneth Brostrom (Austin, Tex.: University of Texas Press, 1990), p. 24.
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sensations are experienced as part of a consciousness which is intent and
always pressing forward; they and the world around us sound in the key of
‘forward-directed life’. But the thoughts, feelings and experience of others are
accessible to us only as language, gesture and expression, that is, in a distant
and indirect form which renders them worldly and almost physical. The
modern category of the all-purpose ‘individual’ hides this split from view, by
creating the illusion of a third-person perspective from which all individuals,
including our own Is, looked the same.

Once acknowledged, the split not only made responsible life possible – it
made such a life unavoidable. The I-for-myself which sensed its distinctiveness
would no longer be able to look at the problems it faced as somehow of a piece
with those faced by others: their imbrication in its life gave them a uniquely
compelling character and left the subject with, as Bakhtin put it, ‘no alibi in
Being’. At the same time, the difference between the I-for-myself and others-
for-me was what made possible the ethical act par excellence: the act of
empathy, which Bakhtin, following Max Scheler, saw as wholly dependent on
the ineradicable distance between I and other.12 ‘When I empathize with the
suffering of another,’ Bakhtin observed, ‘I experience it precisely as his suffer-
ing, in the category of the other, and my reaction to it is not a cry of pain, but
a comforting word and an act of help.’13 Subjects which recognised the I/other
split would, by this act alone, transcend their isolation, for they would then
feel compelled to embed themselves in a network of empathetic relations
which would sew together their lives and their culture. Or put more brutally,
they would exchange their liberal individualism for the life of a merciful
Christian.

The uncertainty of modern historical experience was to be replaced by the
security offered by faith. And there matters might have remained, but for an
ambiguity which plagued Bakhtin’s philosophy from the outset. For although
Bakhtin called his philosophy ‘ethical’, he reserved a privileged place within it
for art, on the basis that in art we came closer to the knowledge of the great
split than in any other sphere. ‘It is about the other’, he claimed, ‘that all plots
are composed, that all works are written, that all tears are shed, for the other
that all monuments are erected.’14 Art was not the expression of one con-
sciousness, but the framing and valuing of a second, different consciousness
through the ‘othering’ eyes of a first. Its distinctiveness lay in its ability to
render the ordinary contents of life on a different, distanced plane, empathis-
ing with them while not being caught up in the pressing urgency of their
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demands. As a consequence, art could chart the historical progress of a life or
lives in a manner impossible from the inside: it endowed with form and whole-
ness a narrative which the I-for-myself could never draw together.

All those critics who argued with literary characters, thinking it was the
latters’ opinions that made them compelling, had therefore missed the point
entirely. While the aesthetic work ‘does not erase the boundary between good
and evil, beauty and ugliness, truth and falsehood’, it nevertheless subsumes
them under an ‘all-accepting loving affirmation of the human being’, that is
to say, it makes them moments of a life-story deemed valuable in itself.15 No
one’s characters, of course, elicited more argument than those of Dostoevsky,
who was thus a natural subject for Bakhtin’s first book in 1929. There Bakhtin
showed that arguing with the characters made the ideas themselves, rather
than the lives of the heroes – the substance of the confession, rather than the
act of confession – the important thing. Dostoevsky had evoked the all-
important distinction of I and other not by argument, however, but by finding
the means to endow the developing, ‘becoming’ human spirit of his characters
with artistic form. And this was a secular artistic achievement, different in
principle from both Dostoevsky’s own spiritual torments and those of his
characters.

Furthermore, it turned out to be a distinctively linguistic achievement.
Having established that Dostoevsky’s triumph had been to remain outside his
characters, Bakhtin, suddenly shifting argumentative gear in the second half
of the book, went on to show that establishing and maintaining this distance
was a matter not of plot or characterisation, but of language and style.
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art was a strange, bifurcated book, split between
philosophy and stylistics, which read as if halfway through some external
force had knocked it sideways onto a linguistic path lying parallel to the one it
had been travelling along.

There was indeed an external force: Bakhtin’s friend Voloshinov, who had
been studying and working at the Institute for the Comparative History of
Eastern and Western Languages and Literatures since 1924, ostensibly as a
student of literature but also as a student of some of the most important lin-
guists of the time. At about the time Bakhtin was finishing his work on
Dostoevsky, Voloshinov was coming to the conclusion that language, which
was at once the medium of individual commitment and cultural achievement,
was what permitted the individual to transcend itself in culture without losing
itself in abstraction. And to the extent that this transcendence depended on
the empathetic framing of an individual’s speech by an author, it was identi-
cal to the problem of reported speech in literature – the stylistic business of
direct quotation, indirect style and the like had, so to speak, a philosophical
core. For the minute stylistic choices which made reported speech at once the

Mikhail Bakhtin: historical becoming 149

15 Bakhtin, Towards a Philosophy of the Act, pp. 63–64.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



utterance of an author and that of a hero perfectly enacted the need to empa-
thise and objectify at the same time.

Voloshinov had a name for this linguistic empathy, which Bakhtin adopted
and expanded in his Dostoevsky book – ‘dialogism’. To draw the hero out of
isolation, Dostoevsky had to engage in dialogue with him: not by literally
posing questions to him, but by writing a ‘double-voiced discourse’ which
simultaneously embodied the intentions of the character and the distancing,
shaping intentions of the artistic whole. To catch human beings in the process
of real development one could neither address them directly nor let them
speak directly: one had to address them through the novel, so that even the
motion of plot seemed a permanent provocation to their deepest anxieties
and concerns.

Dostoevsky ensured that the key turning points, the historical ‘moments of
truth’, were the focus of this double-voicing by placing the action on the
terrain of ‘ultimate questions’, the resolution of which he assumed would
dictate the characters’ life-course in all its essential moments. When Bakhtin
decided that dialogism was not just Dostoevsky’s achievement but the
defining feature of all novelistic writing, history itself became the frame
which drew characters out of their isolation. In a series of essays on the novel
stretching from 1934 to 1946, Bakhtin claimed that in dialogical writing the
double-voiced quality is ‘fertilized by a profound connection with the lan-
guage-stratifying forces of historical becoming’.16 The relation of author to
character which had interested Bakhtin earlier was recast as the relation of the
novelist to language, the latter now being the object which had to be empa-
thised with, entered into, yet also distanced and given objective form.

Language was given form in the sense that it became something which ‘not
only represents, but is itself represented’,17 and it was represented in the form
of what Bakhtin called ‘socio-ideological languages’. ‘In the novel formal
markers of languages, manners and styles are symbols for social points of
view’: the smooth and even surface of the novel’s discourse was broken up, so
that rather than being composed of language, it seemed to be composed of
competing languages or, as Bakhtin called them, ‘images of a language’, each
of which embodied a worldview, a speaker and a context.18 ‘Double-voiced’
writing in the novel therefore presumed a ‘deliberate sense of the historical
and social concreteness and relativity of living discourse, a sense of its partic-
ipation in historical becoming and social struggle’.19

It is commonly assumed that by ‘dialogism’ Bakhtin meant a confrontation
within the work between several readily identifiable social languages. But this
confrontation could take place only on the basis of a more basic dialogical
encounter, in which the materials of everyday speech had been reframed by
the novelist and made properly historical. For the antithesis of novelistic
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writing was not writing in which all speech sounded the same or where there
were no arguments: it was writing in which speech differences remained
private, at the level of ‘individual dissonances, misunderstandings or contra-
dictions’, which ‘however tragic, however firmly grounded in individual des-
tinies’, could never evoke a fundamental difference between worldviews or
social contexts.20

The point was not, however, to ‘place’ the individual in a discrete context,
but to integrate him or her into a world shaped by historical ‘becoming’.
Mere social realism would therefore not do the trick, and Bakhtin was per-
manently suspicious of novel-writing in which ‘the representation of the real
is knit together with the representation of something average and small
(normal)’, the realism of the small group in an ‘indoor little world’.21 When
‘the event of life is played out on the most pacified inner territory, at a
maximum distance from its borders, from beginnings and ends, both real and
semantic’, the individual loses touch with the fact that culture is historical in
its essence, and that the justification of all values depends on a constant
orientation to the future.22 To be realistic meant not merely empirical social
observation, but empirical observation informed by the belief that every
existing value and way of life was straining towards its own future transfor-
mation and possible redemption. ‘An acute sense (and a distinct and sharp
awareness) of the possibility of a completely different life and a completely
different worldview than the life and worldview of the present is a presuppo-
sition of the novelistic image of present life.’23 But this acute sense could not
itself be an ideology or worldview; it was embodied in a distinctive kind of
language.

Bakhtin therefore effectively reinterpreted a whole series of stylistic effects:
irony, parody, the stylisation of languages, the use of inserted genres and unre-
liable narrators, the Russian tradition of oral narration known as skaz. The
point of all this was not only to evoke the ‘heteroglot’, stratified nature of lan-
guage, its worldliness and context-dependence, but to make possible ‘a new
mode in the life of language’.24 It was in language, understood as the medium
of cultural creation, that the individual would be able to transcend the limita-
tions of life and death and place, that he or she would participate in a contin-
uously ‘becoming’ culture. But this could be achieved only if their own
language was set in a context which emphasised their participation in the
social shifting and striving which literally makes history.
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Overcoming the isolation of the individual life was not only a matter of
style, however. In the mid-1930s Bakhtin embarked on a study of the
European Bildungsroman which would demonstrate how historical ‘becom-
ing’ could be embodied in a distinctive kind of narrative. In this never com-
pleted study, the artistic paradigm was to be Goethe, whom Bakhtin believed
to have perfected the ‘novel of becoming’, in which the striving of the hero was
united with the movement of the plot. While earlier novels had either fixed the
hero while varying the scene (as in, for instance, the Greek romance and the
picaresque novel) or defined the environment as a fixed place ready to teach a
malleable hero ‘the way of the world’ (as in many nineteenth-century exam-
ples of Bildungsroman), in the novel of becoming the hero

becomes together with the world, he reflects within himself the historical becoming
of the world itself. He is no longer within an epoch, but on the border of two epochs,
at the point of transition from one to the other. This transition is achieved in him and
through him. He is forced to become a new, unprecedented type of human being. The
issue here is precisely the becoming of a new person; the organizing force of the
future is therefore extraordinarily great and it is, of course, not a private-
biographical future, but an historical future. It is the foundations of the world that
change, and the person must change with them.25

An historical, rather than a private-biographical future: this starkly defines
what Bakhtin thought were the two available options. The latter meant a life
lived by apparently solid values and conventions, which nevertheless might be
swept away by the tide of history (a circumstance of which Bakhtin had direct
experience, of course). The former meant recognising that only through
others – in particular the many others who would remember your life, inter-
pret its meaning, and give it a wholeness and context after it has ended – could
your life be rendered permanently meaningful. It was the task of the novel to
make such an historical existence imaginable.

Did anything stand in its way? In the essays on ‘dialogism’ Bakhtin claimed
that a popular sense of historical ‘becoming’, embodied in the low genres of
popular-festive culture, had always run beneath the surface of European
culture, only occasionally bursting into the open. When he came to write his
book on Rabelais (1940; published 1965), Bakhtin argued that the historical
force of the latter’s work was drawn directly from these popular sources,
which gave it not just techniques, but a philosophy of culture. In this text and
in notes composed for its revision, Bakhtin hypothesised that this popular his-
torical consciousness had always been kept in check by the exercise of central-
ising political power.26 The rulers, it seems, had their own designs for
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transcending the limitations of the here-and-now, but these depended not on
historical consciousness, but on the prolongation of what already existed.
Rather than write novels, the rulers would build monuments. Animated by
‘the thirst for glory and immortality in the memory of one’s descendants, for
one’s proper name (and not nickname) in people’s mouths’, the rulers sought
to ensure the continuity of the name above all.27 ‘To name is to establish for
centuries beyond, to secure something in being forever, inherent in it is a ten-
dency to ineradicability, for it cannot be washed away, it wants to be cut as
deeply as possible in the hardest and most solid possible material, and so
on.’28

The implication was, of course, that all such attempts to secure the individ-
ual against the tide of change were doomed: the monuments of the ancient
rulers fell into ruin, while the popular culture of their subjects remained a
living force. This touching, but perhaps naive, comment on the limitations of
power reminds us that Bakhtin’s vision of historical becoming may not have
been as self-reflective as it should have been. For Bakhtin did not acknowledge
the possibility that the idea of history as a constant orientation to the future
may itself have been the product of historical development. He preferred to
think of it as a constant, always alive in the recesses of language, more evident
in the practice of popular culture. To this extent, however much he praised the
achievements of secular modernity, he remained indebted to ideals of faith
and redemption which he inherited from the ancients.
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12

Cultural studies
Chris  Weedon

Since the 1960s the discipline of cultural studies has taken root throughout the
English-speaking world and beyond. It has developed a wide range of
approaches to the study of culture which are usually characterised by atten-
tion to political, ideological, social and historical factors, in particular the
relationship between culture and power.1 In the course of its development cul-
tural studies has challenged established cultural canons and disciplinary
boundaries and has focused attention on those aspects of culture which have
been excluded by longer established humanities disciplines. Thus, for
example, cultural studies has looked extensively at cultural theory, popular
culture and the media. The development of cultural studies, in its turn, has
influenced other disciplines, for example, literary studies, encouraging a more
inclusive approach to the range of texts studied and greater attention to
theory, context and the institutions that constitute the literary discursive
field.2

Since the late 1960s cultural studies has become an established interna-
tional discipline, yet its early roots are to be found in Britain, where they are
closely intertwined with the development of literary studies. In its formative
years cultural studies defined itself both in relation to and against what is
known in Britain as the ‘culture and civilisation’ tradition, i.e. that tradition
of English literary and cultural criticism that begins with Matthew Arnold in
the 1860s.

For Arnold, culture was an explicitly political question, directly linked to
class relations in nineteenth-century Britain. With the expansion of literacy
among the working classes, the implementation of compulsory elementary
education and the rise of trade unionism, social unrest and even social revolu-
tion increasingly came to be seen as real threats to existing social relations. As
the title of his seminal work, Culture and Anarchy (1869) suggests, for
Arnold, culture – that is high culture – played a crucial role in the construction
of those shared meanings and values which were necessary for social
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cohesion.3 Arnold argued for the centrality of a canon of national literature
in education, suggesting that, since it was more widely accessible than the
classical languages and literature taught in the public schools and old univer-
sities, it could better promote shared national values, irrespective of class or
other social differences. For Arnold and his followers, literature’s new ethical
and moral project was akin to that of religion and, without its civilising role,
anarchy might well break loose. It was, indeed, more a question of culture or
anarchy.

The culture and civilisation tradition of literary history and criticism which
developed in the wake of Matthew Arnold’s writing was liberal-humanist in
character. It both assumed the inevitability of progress in western societies
towards a higher state of civilisation and stressed the inalienable right of the
individual to realise him/herself to the full. It privileged the role of culture,
and literature in particular, in this process of self-development. Liberal
humanism in its cultural form gradually penetrated thinking in education and
by the 1920s had become the shaping discourse behind the influential
Newbolt Report ‘On the Teaching of English in England’ of 1921.This report
argued that what was needed was

not merely a means of education, one chamber in the structure which we are hoping
to rebuild, but the true starting point and foundation from which all the rest must
spring. For this special purpose, there is but one material. We make no comparison,
we state what appears to us to be an incontrovertible primary fact, that for English
children no form of knowledge can take precedence of a knowledge of English
literature and that the two are so inextricably connected as to form the only basis
possible for a national education.4

Here the national literature was envisaged as a privileged site for the articula-
tion of universally true meanings and values which should ground a common
culture, values and identity. The privileging of the national literature assumed
a canon of exceptional texts which, if read properly, would shape the subjec-
tivity, identity and values of the reader. The construction of this national
canon was an ongoing process shaped by the educational, cultural and pub-
lishing institutions governing literary history and criticism.

The privileging of literature as the source of shared meanings and values
reached a high point in the work of F. R. Leavis in Cambridge from the 1930s
to the 1950s. Leavis, like Arnold before him, was interested in the links
between culture and society, a theme which would become perhaps the key
focus in the later development of cultural studies. Leavis stressed, in particu-
lar, what he saw as the negative effects of industrialisation – both in the

156 From cultural poetics to cultural studies

3 Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy (London: Smith Elder, 1869).
4 Newbolt Report, The Teaching of English in England (London: Board of Education, HMSO,

1921), p. 14. See also George Sampson, English for the English (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1921). For more on the ideological role of literature see Margaret Mathieson
(ed.), The Preachers of Culture (London: Allen & Unwin, 1975).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



workplace and in cultural production – on the development of civilisation.
Indeed ‘the movement of civilisation’ and the links between culture and
society were among the main issues raised in Scrutiny.5 In 1933, Leavis,
together with Denys Thompson, published Culture and Environment which
looked at the links between industrial mass production and contemporary
culture. For Leavis, high culture was set against what he saw as a stultifying,
mass, popular culture, typified by Hollywood cinema. Unlike pre-industrial,
organic, ‘folk’ culture, mass culture, Leavis suggested, bore no relation to the
lives of ordinary people. In his view a healthy, national culture required an
‘organic unity’ between high and popular culture. In the absense of an organic
popular culture, rooted in the lives of ordinary people, the educational task of
great literature was all the more pressing.

In the face of the ‘dumbing down’ effects of mass culture, Leavis argued for
the study of canonical English literature as the source of knowledge about life
and a repository of the true values of the national culture. This approach to
literature and the canon was publicised in his writings, in particular, Mass
Civilisation and Minority Culture (1930), Fiction and the Reading Public
(1932, written with Q. D. Leavis) and in the journal Scrutiny (1932–1953). His
influence over generations of Cambridge students, many of whom themselves
became teachers, was also a significant factor in popularising Leavisite criti-
cism and it became the canonical approach to literature in secondary and
higher education in the postwar period.6

Leavisite criticism relied on a process of canon formation in which certain
texts came to be defined as ‘great’ and others as inferior and, therefore, less
worthy of serious study. The criteria involved in selecting the canon were
ostensibly those of universally recognisable aesthetic values which would be
apparent to the perceptive reader. The ability to recognise great literature was
acquired through the reader’s encounter with great texts.7 Simultaneously the
reader would acquire moral sensibility – a sense of what was true and good –
which transcended social differences. Both the ideological assumptions of this
approach and its elitism would become focuses of critique as cultural studies,
in its early years, sought to develop new conceptions of both culture and crit-
icism. Cultural studies would insist that not only apparently ‘universal’ aes-
thetic criteria, but also the establishment of a body of canonical texts, were
the effects of particular social and political processes embedded in the prac-
tices of a range of institutions such as education, publishing and literary crit-
icism. Indeed the formation of the canon of English literature was an effect of
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power that involved the exclusion of particular groups of writers, for
example, working-class writing, most women’s writing, writing by authors of
colour and popular fiction. These excluded areas of literary culture would
become important in early cultural studies in Britain.

A second significant influence on the development of cultural studies and
its relation to canonical literature was a concern with class. Whereas the
culture and civilisation tradition saw literature’s role as transcending and even
resolving class conflict, other approaches, in particular Marxism, privileged
the study of the relationship between culture and the reproduction of class
relations in capitalist societies. Marxist critiques reached a high point in the
1930s in a range of left-wing journals and cultural organisations. Particularly
important in Britain were the Writers’ International journal Left Review and
the work of Christopher Caudwell.8 Like liberal humanist critics, Marxists,
too, worked with a canon of great literature which was often remarkably
similar to the Leavisite canon. Indeed some of the contributors to Scrutiny
also contributed to Left Review. However their ways of reading the canon
were different from those of Leavis and his followers, even when the texts
selected for study were the same.

Interwar Marxists also shared the Leavisite abhorrence of what was termed
‘mass culture’, in particular cinema and popular fiction. Neither tradition
valued working-class culture or popular culture, both of which tended to be
seen as aesthetically inferior and morally and ideologically corrupting. (There
were, however, intermittent attempts on the left to encourage a class con-
scious working-class writing.)9 Marxist approaches to literature and culture
more broadly were developed in the Plebs League, in the educational work of
the Communist Party and in various journals, particularly Plebs, The
Highway and Left Review.10 In both liberal humanist and Marxist
approaches to literature in adult education up to 1945, moves were made to
extend the canon of works studied to include texts of particular interest to
working-class readers – for example the work of Charles Dickens and Jack
London. Yet these texts were more often seen as a bait for working-class
readers which would lead them on to ‘higher’ things.

The immediate post-war decades, marked as they were by revelations about
the Stalinist Soviet Union and by events such as the Soviet invasions of
Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968), were not productive years for
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Marxism. The main exception was the Frankfurt School which, however, per-
petuated the hostility to popular culture found in interwar Marxism.11 From
its earliest years, cultural studies would take Marxism very seriously, but
would distance itself from any easy dismissal of popular culture. Indeed,
Marxist cultural criticism saw a revival in the 1970s, in tandem with the devel-
opment of cultural studies, when, drawing on Althusser and Gramsci, it
developed new and more sophisticated theories and approaches to culture
and ideology.12

Adult education played an important role in the development of cultural
studies and was the arena in which first attempts were made to extend the
canon. From the turn of the nineteenth century onwards, both the culture and
civilisation and Marxist traditions of literary and cultural criticism had been
realised to varying degrees in the practice of adult education in Britain. For
example, the Workers’ Educational Association and university extension
classes took up the Arnoldian project of extending high culture to the
‘masses’. Whereas Arnold had called for working-class access to literature as
a political necessity which would promote shared national values and
counteract the forces of social revolution, exponents of liberal humanist adult
education in the twentieth century saw access to literary culture as a question
of rights. Here culture represented the highest achievements of humanity and
should be accessible to all. This emphasis developed in the context of a utili-
tarian bias in elementary schooling which stressed the acquisition of basic
skills and a suitably deferential attitude and reserved the study of literature
for the grammar schools to which most people had no access prior to the edu-
cation reforms of 1944.

In the post-war period adult education became the seedbed for the develop-
ment of cultural studies.13 The key protagonists in the development of British
cultural studies – Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall – all
studied English literature and spent time working in adult education, an arena
in which it was possible to transcend the constraints of canonical literature.
Each of them worked to extend the range of texts studied to include, for
example, working-class culture, popular culture and the media.14

Cultural studies 159

11 See, for example, Theodor Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton (New York:
Saebury, 1973) and Aesthetic Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1984).

12 See, for example, the Communist Party literary journal, Red Letters (London: Communist
Party of Great Britain); or one issue of the journal published by the Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies, On Ideology: Working Papers in Cultural Studies 10 (1977; also published
separately: London: Hutchinson, 1978). See also Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).

13 For more on the roots of cultural studies in adult education see Tom Steele, The Emergence of
Cultural Studies 1945–65: Cultural Politics, Adult Education and the English Question
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1997).

14 For work on residual forms of working-class culture, see Richard Hoggart, The Uses of
Literacy (London: Chatto and Windus, 1957) and Speaking to Each Other, vol. 1: About 

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The 1950s and 1960s saw a marked development of interest in working-
class culture – evident both in the development of labour history (for example
the development of ‘history from below’ and oral history), and in the kinds of
cultural analysis developed by Hoggart and Williams. In the field of history,
the main proponent of the new culturalist approach was E. P. Thompson. His
pathbreaking study, The Making of the English Working Class (1963), argued
for the importance of ‘lived culture’ and agency in working-class history,
whilst insisting that culture itself is a site of struggle, shaped by competing
class interests.

In the nascent area of cultural studies, Hoggart’s and Williams’ work
from the 1950s and 1960s was concerned, in part, with the recovery and
interpretation of older forms of working-class culture, which they saw as
under threat from the development of the mass media, in particular cinema
and television. Hoggart, for example, published his influential text The Uses
of Literacy in 1957. Here he applied the techniques of close reading, famil-
iar from literary analysis, to a wide range of popular cultural texts such as
newspapers, magazines, music and popular fiction. The book depicts a rich
and complex working-class life and culture in the north of England before
the Second World War. Echoing themes which, in Leavis, are restricted to
pre-industrial culture, Hoggart’s account of interwar working-class life
stresses its organic quality. As he moves on to the post-war period, Hoggart
argues that organic working-class culture has been lost as a result of the
postwar expansion of mass popular cultural forms which are not rooted in
the life and experience of working-class communities. The Uses of Literacy
is marked by a radical shift from high culture to the culture of working-class
communities, yet its rejection of so-called ‘inorganic’ mass culture arguably
limits its ability to do justice to post-war popular culture. Raymond
Williams’ work on class and culture would transcend these limitations and
begin the cultural studies project of taking popular culture seriously. An
important move in this direction was Communications (1962) in which
Williams placed the development of modern media within the narrative of
human liberation through democratic struggle that he had outlined in The
Long Revolution (1961).15

One early event which marked the shift of emphasis away from canonical
literature toward popular culture – a move fundamental to early cultural
studies – was the conference on popular culture and the media organised by
the National Union of Teachers in 1960. This event gave rise to Hall and
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Whannel’s book The Popular Arts (1964) which applied strategies of close
reading to television and other forms of popular culture, suggesting that it
was possible to distinguish good from bad popular culture by looking closely
at form. Research on the media and popular culture subsequently became
central focuses of early work at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies at the University of Birmingham which rapidly introduced semiology
into the study of the media and popular culture.

Cultural studies, in its early years, was not only discursively related to liter-
ary studies, it was also institutionally an offshoot from the discipline of
English literature. Thematically it drew on many of the concerns of the
culture and civilisation tradition and applied literary modes of close reading
to a much extended range of texts. Whilst early work in cultural studies in
adult education developed in the context of English studies, cultural studies
first became institutionalised as a discipline within British higher education
with the founding of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the
University of Birmingham. Initially cultural studies had been part of the
English department, but gained independent status in 1964 when Richard
Hoggart, then a professor of English at Birmingham, became its first director.
Hoggart was succeeded in 1968 by Stuart Hall.

Among other things work in cultural studies at Birmingham in the late
1960s and early 1970s was profoundly influenced by Raymond Williams’
important texts Culture and Society (1958) and The Long Revolution
(1961).16 These texts rearticulated Arnold and Leavis’ concerns with culture
and society and marked the beginnings of new ways of studying culture in a
broader social and ideological context. Culture and Society explored the
development of the idea of culture from 1780 to 1950. In The Long Revolution
Williams mapped the emergence of modernity via the democratic revolution,
the industrial revolution and the revolution in communications. In the conclu-
sion to Culture and Society and in The Long Revolution, Williams articulated
his influential approach to culture in which it is defined not just as a body of
intellectual and imaginative work but as a whole way of life. Throughout his
work Williams suggested that culture is a very complex word with several dis-
tinct meanings. These are succinctly defined in Keywords (1976) as ranging
from ‘a general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development’,
through the ‘works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activ-
ity’, to culture as a way of life.17 Williams initiated a far reaching critique of
canonical culture with his suggestion that the Arnoldian and Leavisite equa-
tion of culture with canonical ‘high’ culture is but one possible meaning
which has elitist social implications since it legitimates the non-valuing of
everything that it excludes.
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While English literature focused on a specific tradition of ‘great literature’,
cultural studies took as its object all types of culture. In its early years this was
principally working-class and popular culture. Whereas F. R. and Q. D. Leavis
and Marxist critics in the 1930s, and the Frankfurt School in the post-war
period, were worried about what they saw as the detrimental effects of ‘mass
culture’, in particular cinema and popular fiction, cultural studies did not
assume in advance that popular culture was bad. It was interested in the social
and ideological role of the popular in shaping meanings, values, subjectivities
and identities and in offering spaces for the articulation of resistance to dom-
inant cultural and social relations. One of the most important implications of
cultural studies’ challenge to exclusive literary and artistic cultural canons
was the move from a unified idea of culture to a plural idea of cultures which
are governed by social determinants such as class, gender, race and ethnicity.
This shift of focus has involved the deconstruction of the high/low cultural
divide, a process which reveals how such classifications are made. It has
further involved a move to the popular which recognised that popular culture
is more complex than many Marxist models have suggested.

In the field of literature, cultural studies initiated moves to include within
the curriculum excluded forms of writing and writing by marginalised
groups: working-class writers, women writers and writers of colour. Thus,
for example, the exclusive literary canon was subject in the 1960s and 1970s to
critiques for its failure to include working-class writing and working-class
culture more generally and work began within cultural studies on the recov-
ery of lost working-class writers. From the mid-1970s onwards, as feminism
and issues of race made crucial impacts on cultural studies, this critique was
expanded to include the absence of women’s writing and writing by people of
colour.18 Gradually this development was taken up within more traditional
literary studies where syllabuses were extended to include women’s writing,
forms of popular fiction and new literatures in English.

A further important aspect of the influence of cultural studies on the study
of literature was its deconstruction of disciplinary boundaries and its stress
on interdisciplinarity. Challenging existing disciplinary boundaries, cultural
studies drew on questions, theories and methods taken from literary studies,
history, sociology, film and media studies. In the process literature was no
longer privileged as the bearer of universal values. Literary texts were read
alongside other modes of writing as one cultural process among others.
Moreover attention was focused not only on texts but on the process of
writing, publishing, distribution and readership. This marked a shift from
theories of ‘literariness’ as a fixed, recognisable aesthetic quality to ‘literari-
ness’ as a social category produced via the institutional practices of publish-
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ing, education and literary criticism. As Milner argues in his book Literature,
Culture and Society (1996), in cultural studies, ‘[t]he “literariness” of litera-
ture is not a property of a certain type of writing but rather a function of the
ways in which different kinds of writing are socially processed, both by
writers themselves and by readers, publishers, booksellers, literary critics and
so on’ (p. 22). Work on readership drew on reception theory and was extended
to popular fiction and to specific audiences, such as women.19 Thus, the 1970s
saw the beginnings of research into particular genres of popular fiction with
their specific, often gendered readerships. For example, cultural studies has
produced a range of analyses of the role of romance fiction in the perpetua-
tion of patriarchal social relations and of the role of reading romance in
women’s lives.

Cultural studies in Birmingham in the 1970s, under the directorship of
Stuart Hall, was marked by a turn not only to social context but to cultural
theory. Work in cultural studies engaged with a wide range of theorists and
theories, drawing on semiology, Marxism, feminism, psychoanalysis, post-
structuralism and theories of race and colonialism. (This new interest in
theory was also shared by film and media studies elsewhere in Britain: see for
example the journal Screen.)20 The turn to theory was motivated by the criti-
cal ideological project of cultural studies which focused on understanding the
role of culture in the reproduction of social power relations, above all exploi-
tative relations of class, gender and race.

Among the most important influences on cultural studies in the 1970s were
the French structuralist Marxism of Louis Althusser and the Italian Marxist
Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony. Published work from the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies, for example On Ideology (1978) and
Culture, Media, Language (1980), played an important role in making this
theory known to a wider readership.21 Both Althusser and Gramsci ascribed
an important role to culture in the reproduction of social relations.
Althusser’s theory of ideological state apparatuses and of the interpellation
of the individual as the subject of ideology were taken up in literary studies by
Pierre Macherey whose influential work A Theory of Literary Production
(1966) was published in English in 1978.22 Althusser and Macherey became
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widely known in English departments through Terry Eagleton’s Criticism and
Ideology (1976) and Catherine Belsey’s Critical Practice (1980).23

The study of literature as an institution within cultural studies gained
momentum from its engagement with Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural
capital, developed in his study of the French educational system. Bourdieu
argues that education is as much about the acquisition of class specific cultu-
ral capital as knowledge. Thus the children of the middle classes are provided
with the necessary skills for accessing an elite or ‘high’ culture which marks
them off as different from the lower classes.24 This perspective fed into cri-
tiques of cultural and literary canons. The project of understanding culture in
social terms thus led to a focus not just on reading texts differently but on the
circuit of cultural production and consumption.25

The work produced in the 1970s from within cultural studies, in particular
on theories of ideology, reading and interpretation, was eventually taken up.
Theory courses were introduced which promoted new ways of reading the
canon and encouraged both its expansion and deconstruction. Cultural
studies fed back to literary studies a concern with the importance of the
process of literary production, the role of literary institutions and readership.
Shifts in the discipline of English have thus led to a convergence with aspects
of cultural studies. As Milner argues:

Leavisite literary criticism has thus been progressively superseded by much less
prescriptive versions of literary studies, which have sought to analyze and explain
how writing is written, read, distributed and exchanged. Thus reformulated, literary
studies threatens to become part of that much wider intellectual enterprise which has
increasingly come to be known as ‘cultural studies’. For if literature is no longer the
‘canonical’ other of non-literature, as in the old antitheses between literature and
fiction, minority culture and mass civilisation, then it becomes merely some texts
amongst many, each in principle analysable according to analogous intellectual
procedures and operations.26

When approached from a cultural studies perspective, literature becomes
one element in the study of broader questions of culture, ideology and cultu-
ral history. Questions of aesthetic value are no longer free floating and appar-
ently universal. Cultural studies also insists on a wider set of questions than
those found in traditional text-based literary studies such as the study of the
social and ideological role of popular literary forms and the raising of ques-
tions of readership. Cultural studies has relocated canonical literature in the
context of the broader field of texts and forms of writing which it excludes. In
the process, the canon itself has been extended and transformed.
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13

Literature and the institutional context 
in Britain 
Gary Day

Exploring the relationship between literary criticism – English as an academic
discipline – and the university during the course of the twentieth century, this
essay argues that demands made on the university by the state have had a for-
mative influence on the conception of literary criticism. At the beginning of
the century the study of literature in Britain was seen both as a means of pro-
moting pride in national identity and as a corrective to the materialist tenden-
cies of the age.1 As the millennium approaches, there is widespread scepticism
about whether ‘literature’ can maintain its status as a superior form of
writing, which has resulted in a shift of focus from privileged works – the
canon – to a study of the diversity of cultural forms and the relations between
them. Such changes take place in the context of a move from the university as
the provider of a liberal education, concerned with the development of the
individual, to a more vocational one, concerned with the needs of the
economy.

From the 1870s there was increasing pressure on the universities to forge
closer links with industry. This was due to fears of slow growth and the
increasing intensity of foreign competition, particularly from Germany. To
meet this need, civic colleges were created in industrial cities such as
Manchester, Birmingham and Liverpool. The attitude of the two ancient uni-
versities to this development is summed up in J. S. Mill’s remark that ‘[u]niver-
sities are not intended to teach the knowledge required to fit men for some
special mode of gaining a livelihood. Their object is not to make skilful
lawyers and physicians or engineers, but capable and cultivated human
beings.’2 This was to be achieved through the teaching of traditional subjects
such as classics, pure mathematics and philosophy. However, the view
expressed by Mill, widely shared in the mid century, became more difficult to
sustain by its end when pressure was brought to bear on the universities to
help Britain become more competitive. Herbert Spencer, for example,
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challenged the idea that the study of the classics was the mark of a civilised
person since, in his view, it was science which made civilisation possible.

At the same time as the universities were being urged to develop closer ties
with industry, moves were afoot to establish English as an academic discipline.
During the nineteenth century the rhetorical tradition of teaching English –
studying generally acclaimed writers as models of style – gave way to the
teaching of English as cultural history while the belles lettres tradition now
emphasised ‘the moral power of great literature’, demonstrating ‘a belief in
its humanising influence’ which was supposed to be capable of counteracting
malignant forces in a rapidly changing society.3 These two views of English
reflect its contradictory relationship with modern society. On the one hand,
English serves as a means to unite the nation and to enhance productivity
while on the other it is the discourse which deplores the depredations of
industrialism. The establishment of English in the form of cultural history as
a university subject, and also as the basis of the school curriculum, was part
of a much wider process designed to promote pride in the nation’s heritage.
English literature, like the National Portrait Gallery (1896) and the
Dictionary of National Biography (1885–1900), figured as a symbolically
central concept expressive of a common culture that was also intended to be a
spur to improved economic performance.4 This view of English, whose most
eloquent expression is found in the Newbolt Report (1921), complements one
of the claims made to justify the inclusion of economics on university syllabi,
namely that it would help to heal those social divisions which were painfully
apparent in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The Cambridge
economist Alfred Marshall argued in this vein that the study of economics
enabled students to see a problem from the perspective of both workers and
management, thus making them better placed, if they entered industry, to
deal successfully with potential conflicts.

The endeavour to establish economics as university discipline occurs at the
same time as that to establish English.5 Despite the obvious differences
between the two subjects, they each figured as a means of achieving social
unity and, in that respect, they can both be understood as strategies designed
to counter the revival of socialist politics at the turn of the century. Created as
an alternative to the divisive politics of socialism, English appeared as the
non-political expression of a unified culture. As a result, its ability to
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condemn sucessfully the reductive effects of industrialism was considerably
weakened: the ‘humanising powers’ of the new academic discipline were
enfeebled by not being related to a wider conception of the social order.

The justification for the academic study of English was conducted in terms
which evoked the principles of liberal education, which meant that it was cer-
tainly not established with the intention of offering a critique of capitalism.
Moreover, at the beginning of the twentieth century, English was still being
defended in nineteenth-century terms, caught up as it was in the tradition of
belles lettres. This explains why, as E. M. W. Tillyard complained, ‘the domi-
nant trend’ of criticism at Cambridge before the foundation of the English
Tripos (1917) ‘was towards gossipy, and often highly metaphorical, descrip-
tion and unspecific praise’.6 This was also true of Oxford where Walter
Raleigh, who helped found the English School there (1908), was seen by some
as more of an aesthete than an academic because of his distrust of examina-
tions and his apparent neglect of scholarship. In both these universities,
English later came to be defined, in part, against a studied dilettantism or
excessive emotionalism.

The work of I. A. Richards, who was largely responsible for the introduc-
tion of the Practical Criticism paper in the Cambridge Tripos (1926), repre-
sents a more objective approach to the study of literature. This new
orientation is partly the result of an increased awareness of the contributions
made to England’s victory in the first world war by science and technology.
Ezra Pound’s advice to poets to ‘consider the ways of the scientist’ was offered
in a Britain dominated by ‘the cult of technology’.7 Richards’ work shows
how scientific and bureaucratic values were beginning to enter the study of
English. In the first place, there was an empirical emphasis on the work itself
rather than on the reader’s perception of it. In the second place, Richards’
claim that there was an objective response to the work which could be distin-
guished from a subjective one downplayed the importance of what that work
could mean to any given individual. This can be seen as an extension of T. S.
Eliot’s famous doctrine of impersonality, most famously captured in his
remark that ‘poetry is not an expression of personality, but an escape from
personality’.8 Such assertions fitted well with the Fordist methods of produc-
tion and large-scale bureaucratic organisations characteristic of modernity.

The inter war years saw a further consolidation of the relationship between
the universities and industry as well as a rise in the university population from
around 40,000 in the mid 1920s to around 50,000 in the 1930s. The effect of
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these changes on English was to intensify existing tensions in the subject
rather than to develop it in new directions. The most important figure of this
period was F. R. Leavis who seemed to be exactly the kind of lecturer envis-
aged by the Newbolt report; a missionary who would ‘wean’ people away
from ‘sensational periodicals’ by introducing them to the beauties of English
literature.9 Leavis believed that the university was a symbol of cultural tradi-
tion ‘that should check and control the blind drive onward of material and
mechanical development with its human consequences’.10 English literature
embodied this tradition and imparted a sense of significance to life which was
otherwise missing from modern existence. For Leavis, English was a vehicle of
protest against the spiritual and cultural impoverishment of the nation,
brought on by the industrial revolution.

Leavis’ conception of English, however, embodied the values of an increas-
ingly technocratic yet socially conservative order. His claim, made in the
context of the continued rise in the number of university students, that only a
minority were capable of a just appreciation of literature, seemed like a justifi-
cation for social hierarchies. The contradictory relationship to the social
order in Leavis’ work stems from the clash in his criticism between humane
and professional values; between literature as a moral and cultural force in the
life of society and literature as the object of specialised study by experts in
universities. The origin of this clash goes back to the debate at the turn of the
century over whether English was a proper academic subject or whether, in E.
A. Freeman’s famous phrase, it was ‘mere chatter about Shelley’. The argu-
ment for the existence of English as a discipline as good as that of classics or
philology was made on the grounds of its links with history and its being ‘a
systematic training of the imagination and sympathies, and of a genial and
moral sensibility’.11 It was precisely this sort of thinking which justified the
view of English as having a major role to play in the cultural life of the nation.

Leavis shared this idea but certain aspects of his language suggest how
deeply the study of English can become entangled with other discourses
whose values it opposes. Specifically, his vocabulary evokes that of scientific
management whose influence in Britain in the 1930s and 1940s was immense,
when Leavis was writing about the critical discipline. Devised by Frederick
Winslow Taylor, the object of scientific management was to increase produc-
tivity. Taylor placed great emphasis on the training and supervision of
workers who were viewed as units of production rather than rounded human
beings. The impact of scientific management on Leavis is evident in his view
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of criticism as a form of production and in the value that he gives to training.12

For him criticism is ‘producing a poem from the black marks on the page’ and
the aim of training is ‘to improve one’s apparatus, one’s equipment, one’s effi-
ciency as a reader’.13 Such terminology is at odds with Leavis’ conception of
human creativity, placing it in the service of mechanistic production rather
than cultural renewal.

The various connections between Leavis’ criticism and scientific manage-
ment mean that the values of English cannot simply be opposed to those of
economics.14 Furthermore, Leavis’ elaboration of a professional vocabulary
for English distances it from engaging with wider social concerns. Instead of
authorising a cultural mission, the idea of English literature as an expression
of national identity now validated the field of professional study. This reflects
a new relationship between the university and society. Previously the tradi-
tional universities offered a liberal education which fitted their privileged stu-
dents for high-ranking positions in government, the church and the civil
service. By the 1930s, the increasingly techno-scientific character of industry
demanded graduates who had studied business, statistics and industrial
administration. The university was no longer required to civilise society but to
improve its economic performance. It would be wrong, however, to believe
that English was completely divorced from this development even in practical
terms. Many firms employed English graduates as managers because they
believed their lack of specific training would enable them to cope better with
the demands of the modern organisation than graduates who had specialised
in commerce. English as a valuation of human experience was being replaced
by English as a career qualification.

The extension of higher education was part of the post-war settlement built
around the welfare state with its promise to open up British society. In terms of
English, this meant there was more of an attempt to understand popular
culture than to dismiss it for its alleged inferiority to ‘high’ culture. Leavis’
influence began to diminish while the work of Raymond Williams and Richard
Hoggart became increasingly important. These were critics who broadened
the meaning of the term ‘culture’ to include descriptions of a particular way of
life and who severely attacked the elitist conception of ‘high’ art.15

Corresponding to these developments was the determination by the new
universities (founded in the 1960s) to break away from the tight departmental
structures of the old ones. In contrast to the traditional single honours degree,
universities such as Essex and Sussex offered broader subject groupings to
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promote interdisciplinary studies. The emphasis in English now was less on
whether works qualified for inclusion in the canon and more on seeing them
in their social and historical context. The new universities were playing their
part in the wider process of social emancipation.

Peter Scott, however, has argued that the new universities in their own ways
reproduced the traditions of the old. The new universities were criticised
because their undergraduate courses did not lead sufficiently or directly into
industrial production while their graduate courses were condemned as ‘at
best irrelevant to industry and, at worst, a deterrent from entering it’.16 It was
left to the polytechnics to supply the skilled labour that had been one of the
main reasons for the expansion of higher education in the 1960s. The demo-
cratic impulse to widen opportunity was not accompanied by a change in the
approach to education which was still divided between academic and voca-
tional study. Although the new universities were critical of ‘high’ culture in the
courses they offered, as institutions they nevertheless perpetuated the social
divisions of which ‘high’ culture was an expression. For most new universities
aimed to affirm the connection between higher education and elite occupa-
tions17 and no other British university went as far as Warwick in its ‘determi-
nation to have a close relationship with industry and commerce’ and to regard
‘research collaboration with industry as an essential part of [its] pro-
gramme’.18

Scott has pointed out that ‘the university, for all its assumed antiquity, is a
thoroughly modern institution’.19 Only eighteen were established before the
death of Queen Victoria while sixty-one were created during 1960s. The cor-
relation between the nature of the economy and university expansion has an
effect on the idea of what a university should be and the kinds of course it
should offer. Already in the late sixties there were concerns that the number of
students studying for humanities degrees ‘posed a serious risk for the future of
industry’.20 Moreover, student militancy in the late sixties and early seventies
seemed attributable, at least in part, to subjects like sociology. Thus not only
were the universities failing to provide industry with the calibre of graduates
they needed, they were also producing students who were critical of the values
of capitalism. These two factors have led, in the past two decades, to reform
of the universities, beginning with the severe cutbacks in university funding in
1981 made by the Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.
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19 Scott, The Meanings of Mass Higher Education, p. 118.
20 The Bosworth Report: Graduate Training in Manufacturing Technology (London: HMSO,

1970), p. 9.
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On a methodological level, the dissemination of the ideas contained in the
work of Terence Hawkes and Catherine Belsey, among others, meant that
conventional practical criticism was coming to be replaced by a new critical
practice.21 The critic no longer contemplated the work but produced it; no
longer placed it in a tradition but opened it up to history; no longer evaluated
it but utilised it as part of a politics of resistance. At the same time as the
adherents of theory proclaimed that they were breaking with the past, Mrs
Thatcher was declaring an end to the post-war consensus. The rise of theory,
here, cannot be divorced from the growth of the free market or seen in isola-
tion from the longstanding relationship between English and economics. The
language of economics pervades the discourse of theory. This is true in a very
general way, for example in Derrida’s remark that language is always a
‘problem of economy and strategy’ but also in much more specific ways that
can only be hinted at here. These include the connection between theory’s
attack on the unity of the text and the deregulation of the economy; also the
idea of the free play of meaning mirrored in that of the free play of market
forces.22

The rationale behind academic funding, moreover, dictates that institu-
tions have to compete with one another for research money. Over the last
twenty years, the universities have been increasingly subject to tighter politi-
cal controls and the establishment of formal audit and assessment systems. In
1992, these developments culminated in the creation of a unified system of
higher education in place of the former binary division between universities
and polytechnics. This inaugurated the era of mass access, transforming uni-
versity education into an investment good. The modular degree, a new devel-
opment which demonstrates commitment to student choice, differs from the
traditional honours course in that the student is free to devise his or her own
particular framework of expertise, even though it may be difficult to reconcile
it with the principle that all English graduates should have a common body of
knowledge.

To the extent that a greater variety of writing is now available for study, it
can be argued that English has been democratised. The influence of mainly
French critical theory has led to a politicising of the study of English, where
texts are interpreted in terms of their subversion of the established order. The
difference between the traditional and theoretical approaches is, however,
perhaps one of emphasis rather than substance since both fashion themselves
in opposition to the prevailing ethos of society. Its assault on tradition simi-
larly underwrites the new experience of time in a post-industrial society
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21 Terence Hawkes was the general editor of the New Accents series which was chiefly respon-
sible for publicising the new methodology; see for instance his own Structuralism and
Semiotics (London: Methuen, 1977) or Catherine Belsey’s Critical Practice (London:
Methuen, 1980).

22 Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 282.
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which Scott characterises as an ‘extended present’.23 The conventional
sequences of past, present and future are transcended by the increasing pres-
ence of technological aids in teaching and learning, such as the video recorder
and the internet.

As universities have grown in size and complexity so an academic culture
has given place to a managerial one. This has resulted in commercial practices
being imported into the universities. Appraisal systems such as the British
RAE (Research Assessment Exercise) are designed to make academics more
productive while temporary contracts and part time staff save on salaries.
Management culture has also had an impact on teaching and assessment
methods such as the introduction of distance learning and credit accumula-
tion, both of which weaken the student’s relationship to an institution. The
tutorial system of Leavis’ Cambridge, which made it possible for him to prac-
tise criticism as a form of ‘creative collaboration’, has been supplanted by a
whole apparatus which encourages the student to develop skills conforming
to what Scott calls the need to demonstrate ‘individual enterprise and social
application’.24 Not surprisingly, some writers on management have lately
started to appropriate the ideas and terminology of theorists. This illustrates
the extent to which criticism endorses the values of commerce as they are
brought to bear on the university even as it seeks to oppose them.25
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23 Scott, The Meanings of Mass Higher Education, p. 157. 24 Ibid., p. 186.
25 See e.g. Paul Bate, Strategies for Cultural Change (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1995).
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14

Literary criticism and psychoanalytic positions
Rainer Emig

Storytelling is the obvious link between psychoanalysis and literature. Sixty
years before Jacques Lacan described the unconscious as structured like a lan-
guage, its method was labelled the ‘talking cure’ by an early patient.1 Most
psychoanalytic methods produce texts, and most use texts such as dreams,
narratives, slips of the tongue, jokes, but also bodily symptoms for their inves-
tigations. Freud employs Greek myths (most prominently Oedipus and
Narcissus) for his crucial concepts. Jung scrutinises fairy tales and folklore,
eastern and western religion, even alchemy. Neither differentiates between
stories by actual patients and those inherited by literature and culture. This
trend continues into the late twentieth century, as is evident in Lacan’s analy-
sis of Edgar Allan Poe’s story ‘The Purloined Letter’. Eventually, psychoana-
lytic texts themselves have become objects of analysis, as in the writings of
Abraham and Torok, who analyse Freud’s analysis of the pathological case
study the ‘Wolf-Man’.2

Text-based in its methods, psychoanalysis shares with literature the poiesis
of images and expressions, the poetics of their arrangement, the grammar of
narratives, but also a theory of interpretation. The latter frequently abandons
the idea of an origin of symptoms (in empirical fact or transcendent meta-
physics) and instead refers to other texts, previous traumas or archetypal
images and stories that are closely related to myths. Modern literary theory
calls this ‘intertextuality’. Psychoanalytic theories also refer to their material
in literary terms: the poetry of dreams, the drama of ur-scenes, and the narra-
tives that emerge from them. Moreover they have inspired texts in all these
genres: from the poetry of Sylvia Plath via Hitchcock’s psycho-drama to
fiction such as D. M. Thomas’ The White Hotel and the works of Angela
Carter.
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1 Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer, ‘Fräulein Anna O.’ (1895), in Studies on Hysteria, trans.
James Strachey, ed. Angela Richards, Pelican Freud Library, 15 vols. (London: Penguin,
1973–85), vol. III, pp. 73–102 (p. 83). All subsequent citations of Freud’s works refer to the
Pelican Freud Library unless otherwise stated. See also Jeffrey Berman, The Talking Cure:
Literary Representations of Psychoanalysis (New York: New York University Press, 1985).

2 Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, The Wolf Man’s Magic Word: A Cryptonymy, trans.
Nicholas Rand, Theory and History of Literature Series (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1986).
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The following is an overview of psychoanalytic positions that have influ-
enced literary theories. It will present the seminal texts these positions have
produced, but also their own strategies of text production – and ultimately
the relation of psychoanalytic positions to textuality itself.

Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and Freudian positions

Today it is hard to imagine how much Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams
(1900) must have offended the empiricist and positivist sciences of its time.
Although in part based on physiological models of streams and blockages
(images that later find a literary equivalent in the modernist ‘stream-of-con-
sciousness’ technique), it also aligned the emerging discipline with contempo-
raneous fads, such as spiritualism and mysticism, and openly declared its debt
to storytelling and literary analysis. For reasons that have no obvious thera-
peutic purpose, Freud describes the temporality of dreams and the origins of
their ‘timeless’ quality as condensation and displacement. The linguist
Roman Jakobson picks up on these terms in his essay ‘Two Aspects of
Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances’ (1956) and equates them
with metaphor and metonymy.3 The equation has since become canonical in
structural literary analysis. Lionel Trilling pinpointed this intersection as
early as 1947, when he claimed that ‘[t]he Freudian psychology makes poetry
indigenous to the very constitution of the mind’ and called psychoanalysis ‘a
science of tropes, of metaphor and its variants, synecdoche and metonymy’.4

The aesthetic effect of ‘timelessness’ in turn became another literary ideal and
shaped the modernism of W. B. Yeats, Virginia Woolf and James Joyce.

Apart from providing a structural link between the psyche and poetics,
Freud’s study also outlined a complex model of interpretation. On the one
hand, dream interpretation as well as case studies followed the traditional
hermeneutic surface–depth model. It assumes that underneath the layer of
images or narrative a ‘true meaning’ can be deciphered. More problematically,
reductive readings of Freud introduced, via the soon popularised ‘Freudian
symbols’, an almost exclusive concentration of interpretation on the personal
conflicts of the author and a set pattern of libidinal frustrations. Its general
shape is outlined in Freud’s essay ‘Repression’ (1915). While the number of
Freudian-inspired analyses of literature is now impossible to assess, some
texts have become particularly prominent objects, and some readings espe-
cially influential. Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness can accordingly be read
as an incestuous Oedipal return to the mother. Poe has already been men-
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3 Roman Jakobson, ‘Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbance’, Studies
on Child Language and Aphasia (The Hague: Mouton, 1971), pp. 49–73.

4 Lionel Trilling, ‘Freud and Literature’, The Liberal Imagination (London: Heinemann, 1964),
pp. 34–57 (pp. 52–53).
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tioned. Henry James, and in particular his short story ‘The Turn of the
Screw’, has attracted many psychoanalytic critics.5 The most fertile material
for a Freudian reading, however, has undoubtedly been Shakespeare’s Hamlet.
A famous early example is Ernest Jones’ study Hamlet and Oedipus (1949).6

In their extreme forms, simplistic applications of Freudian concepts have
led to approaches that regard all creative activity as the result of psychologi-
cal disturbance, a compensation for insufficient or aberrant fulfilment of
libidinal urges. Freud’s libidinal ideal is genital heterosexual sexuality, while
deviations lead to narcicissm, fetishism, homosexuality, etc. He pursues this
argument in some of his essays on art and literature, for example his studies
of Leonardo da Vinci and Dostoevsky. While Freud is careful not to make pro-
nouncements about an ‘essence’ of art, he describes the artist as someone who
has perfected what is daydreaming for ordinary people. This productive
employment of repression is called sublimation. It is regarded as the origin of
most cultural production.7

Yet Freud himself ultimately proved dissatisfied with a simple opposition of
‘false’ symptoms, images, and stories and their ‘true’ significance, in which
the Oedipal model of the child’s anxiety concerning its position towards the
parents is dominant. Although the internalised castration complex forms the
basis of his early division of the psyche into unconscious and conscious,8

already in The Interpretation of Dreams the suspicion is voiced that, ulti-
mately, dream content might represent anything. This free flotation of signif-
icance is later taken up by poststructuralism. With transference, a concept
which describes the projection of libidinal impulses from the analysand onto
the analyst, Freud introduced a further problem into his project of interpreta-
tion.9 These impulses structure and distort the messages that are produced
during the analysis and thus ultimately become analogous to fictional strate-
gies. At the same time, a related distortion occurs on the side of the analyst.
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5 See for example Frederick Crews, Out of My System: Psychoanalysis, Ideology, and Critical
Method (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975); Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of
Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation (1933), trans. John Rodker (London:
Imago, 1949); Shoshana Felman, ‘Turning the Screw of Interpretation’, in Felman (ed.),
Literature and Psychoanalysis: The Question of Reading: Otherwise (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1982), pp. 94–207.

6 Ernest Jones, Hamlet and Oedipus (New York: Norton, 1976). See also Jacques Lacan, ‘Desire
and the Interpretation of Desire in Hamlet’, in Felman (ed.), Literature and Psychoanalysis, pp.
11–52.

7 Sigmund Freud, ‘Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood’ (1910), and ‘Dostoevsky
and Parricide’ (1927), in Art and Literature, trans. James Strachey, ed. Albert Dickson, Pelican
Freud Library, vol XIV, pp. 143–231, esp. p. 167 and pp. 435–460. See also Sigmund Freud,
‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’ (1907), in Art and Literature, pp. 129–141.

8 Sigmund Freud, ‘The Unconscious’ (1915), in On Metapsychology, trans. James Strachey, ed.
Angela Richards, Pelican Freud Library, vol XI, pp. 159–222.

9 Sigmund Freud, ‘Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria (“Dora”)’ (1901), in Case
Histories I: ‘Dora’ and ‘Little Hans’, trans. James Strachey, ed. Angela Richards, Pelican Freud
Library, vol. VIII, pp. 29–164 (pp. 157–161).
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He or she also has a libidinal investment in the patient and the analytic
process, desires that create what Freud calls counter-transference. The patient
in turn feeds, frustrates and plays with the analyst’s desire. Michel Foucault’s
theories of knowledge and power derive their basic model of the confession
partly from Freudian transference.10 Freud’s concept also shares some of its
aspects with philosophical hermeneutics, where the desire to uncover a sup-
posed hidden meaning often meets the resistance of texts.11 Reader-response
theory, with its central idea that so-called ‘gaps of meaning’ provoke analysis
in the first place and then continue to structure it, but also the debates con-
cerning the ‘death of the author’ as a guarantor of meaning and the alterna-
tive idea of the involvement of the reader in literary analysis owe crucial
impulses to the Freudian model.12

Freud abandons the binary model of unconscious and conscious in favour
of a tripartite one in ‘The Ego and the Id’ (1923). In the new model the id gen-
erates libidinal urges which the ego needs to master in order to make the self a
stable and social one. Yet all the time, the ego is itself controlled by the super-
ego or censor that represents internalised personal, but also cultural, inhibi-
tions. Freud paves the way for theories that acknowledge individual
motivations while placing them within cultural formations and regimes for
which the term discourses has become common (again mainly through the
works of Foucault). Feminist theories, those of gender and sexuality, and,
more recently, postcolonial criticism have taken up this model.

What has proved inspirational in the complex tripartite model of super-
ego, ego and id is that it acknowledges an ultimate lack of control. It replaces
it with a concept of tension and struggle and adds an equally strong element
of repetition: while the uncontrollable id remains predictable in its urges, the
equally uncontrolled super-ego in fact repeats many familiar personal as well
as cultural injunctions. The fact that what appears threatening is at the same
time familiar is allegorised in Freud’s analysis of the uncanny in E. T. A.
Hoffmann’s tale of ‘The Sand-Man’, who is an evil figure that haunts the
child protagonists, but who also bears a striking resemblance to the ultimate
linchpin of familiarity and authority: the father. 13 Later theorists of litera-
ture and culture have taken the uncanny to represent more general concepts,
such as the inextricable entanglement of the alien with the known, and the
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10 See, in particular, Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction, trans.
Robert Hurley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981).

11 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd edn., trans. William Glen-Doepel, eds. John
Cumming and Garrett Barden (London: Sheed and Ward, 1979).

12 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1978); Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, Image – Music – Text, trans.
and ed. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana/Collins, 1977), pp. 142–148; Michel Foucault, ‘What
is an Author?’, in David Lodge (ed.), Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader (London and
New York: Longman, 1988), pp. 196–210.

13 Sigmund Freud, ‘The “Uncanny”’ (1919), in Art and Literature, pp. 335–376.
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related idea that models of normality require an identification of its oppo-
site, not outside it, but as part of its constitution. Sander L. Gilman and
Slavoj Žižek are exponents of this critical trend, while, on an abstract philo-
sophical plane, Gilles Deleuze has investigated Difference and Repetition
(1969).14

Freud had in fact already questioned the binary model of the psyche in his
essay ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ (1919–20). In it he posits a radical model
of the psyche that no longer rests on stable planes, but involves two mutually
exclusive and destructive forces, the pleasure principle and the reality princi-
ple or death drive. Deconstruction later employs this conflictual and ulti-
mately self-destructive model to support its own activity of ‘reading against
the grain’ that ultimately rejects the idea of unified meaning altogether.
Radical redeployments of the death drive focus on psychoanalytic models
themselves in their critique of culture and politics. The most prominent
example is Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus (1972),15 a study
that attacks the reliance of Freudian psychoanalysis on the capitalist model of
the nuclear family. Its radical counter-concept employs the schizophrenic
body that imagines itself as transient and self-destructive. Yet even this schizo-
phrenic ‘desiring machine’ shares with the Freudian subject the feature that is
of interest here: in its continual rejection and ejection of itself in terms of
symbolic signification, it continually produces text.

Even more recently, theoretical engagements with death as a constitutive
element in culture have taken the debate into the sphere of philosophy.
Jacques Derrida is the French exponent of this trend in writings such as The
Gift of Death (1992), while Simon Critchley provides a British counterpart in
Very Little . . . Almost Nothing (1997).16 The antagonistic and violent ele-
ments in Freud’s theories have been reassessed by Leo Bersani, above all in his
studies A Future for Astyanax (1976) and The Freudian Body (1986), where he
rereads the Oedipal triangle in relation to art and literature.17 A similar
approach is employed in René Girard’s works Deceit, Desire and the Novel
(1965) and Violence and the Sacred (1979).18
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14 Sander Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race and Madness
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985); Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology
(London: Verso, 1989); Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (London:
Athlone, 1994).

15 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert
Hurley, Mark Seem and Helen R. Lane (London: Athlone, 1984).

16 Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, trans. David Wills (Chicago: Chicago University Press,
1995); Simon Critchley, Very Little . . . Almost Nothing: Death, Philosophy, Literature,
Warwick Studies in European Philosophy Series (London: Routledge, 1997).

17 Leo Bersani, A Future for Astyanax: Character and Desire in Literature (Boston: Little, Brown
& Co., 1976); and The Freudian Body: Psychoanalysis and Art (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1986).

18 René Girard, Deceit, Desire and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure, trans. Yvonne
Freccero (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965); and Violence and the Sacred,
trans. Patrick Gregory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979).
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Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961) and archetypal criticism

The controversy between Freud and Jung introduced the first major schism in
the newly established discipline. While Freud assessed the evolution of the
individual in a particular cultural setting, Jung extended his theories to the
history of humanity. Both aspire towards universal validity. While Freud’s sce-
narios are consequently based on the family (itself, in its nuclear variety, the
product of the nineteenth century), Jung employs anthropological models
that seemingly encompass all cultures. Ultimately, both remain troubled by
the challenge of historicity. Freud requires a starting point for his libidinal
impasses in the conflicts of an imaginary ur-tribe, a scenario that he outlines
in Totem and Taboo.19 Jung posits an ‘always already’ in the shape of an
inherited collective set of images, values and meanings that he calls arche-
types.20 His pseudo-genetic model of a collective unconscious is thus indebted
to Darwin’s theory of evolution. Neither Freud nor Jung can ultimately
answer the question concerning the origin of ur-scenes and archetypes. In
order for decisive ur-traumas or the creation of archetypes to occur, a situa-
tion is required in which that which is to come about must already exist (in the
shape of the dominant father in Freud or an already existing arrangement of
archetypes in Jung). Jung’s most prominent archetypes are those of anima and
animus, representing feminine and masculine qualities respectively.21

Archetypes have fascinated many scholars, mainly because (like Freudian
symbols) they exist in abundance in cultural and literary artefacts.

While Freud’s model is ultimately based on conflict, Jung’s upholds harmony
as its starting point and ultimate goal. In order to posit an originally harmoni-
ous self, Jung separates this self from culture and society. These pollute the pure
self through their interference, as do the contradictory impulses of libidinal
urges. What helps it find an alternative path that leads neither through social
conformity nor rampant egocentrism are the inherited traces of harmony with
a universal nature that resurface in archetypal images. Jung calls this struggle
‘individuation’.22 The force that enables the individual to harness these mes-
sages is creativity. Like Freud, Jung refuses to define an essence of art, although
he also regards artistic creativity as crucial for his ideas. Unlike Freud, however,
he refrains from analysing the artist in terms of neuroses, or the work in terms
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19 The problematic intersection of Freudian theory and history is discussed in Peter Gay, Freud
for Historians (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). A recent investigation
of the paradoxical basis of Freudian theory is Gerald Siegmund, ‘Freud’s Myths: Memory,
Culture and the Subject’, in Michael Bell and Peter Poellner (eds.), Myth and the Making of
Modernity: The Problem of Grounding in Early Twentieth-Century Literature, Studies in
Comparative Literature Series, 16 (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1998), pp. 197–211.

20 Carl Gustav Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious (1934/1954), trans. R. F. C.
Hull, ed. Herbert Read, Michael Fordham and Gerhard Adler, Collected Works, 20 vols (+ 4
unnumbered vols) (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959), vol. IX, part 1, p. 6.

21 Carl Gustav Jung, ‘Anima and Animus’ (1928), Two Essays on Analytical Psychology,
Collected Works, vol. VII, pp. 186–209.

22 Jung, ‘A Study in the Process of Individuation’ (1950), Archetypes, pp. 290–354.
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of symptoms. Instead, he insists that it be approached as a process from the per-
spective of aesthetics.23 Again this means a comparison to a map of archetypal
patterns. He insists on their status as symbols and accuses Freud of calling
symbols what are mere signs or symptoms – of ‘morbid psychic phenomena’
rather than higher truths.24 The tautological character of Jung’s procedure
becomes evident in claims such as: ‘re-immersion in the state of participation
mystique is the secret of artistic creation’.25

Jungian concepts resemble the purification rituals of primitive cultures and
many religions. They are clearly anti-rational, and indeed often vilify con-
sciousness, contrary to at least early Freudian theories that see it as the safe
haven into which libidinal chaos has to be translated. Like Freud, Jung splits
human experience into planes, the rational one where archetypes must be rec-
ognised in their significance, and the underlying dream-like world in which
archetypes are formed. He often describes the latter in terms of formlessness
and water.26 In its ‘back to nature’ mysticism, Jungian theories have informed
important cultural trends of the twentieth century, such as Rudolph Steiner’s
Anthroposophical movement. They also fascinated writers intent on using
primitivism as a critique of modern civilisation, such as D. H. Lawrence (who
produced some attempts at a revisionist psychoanalytic theory himself). The
seemingly higher spirituality that resulted from the disregard of society and
the simultaneous chastising of the libidinous self also appealed to authors
such as W. B. Yeats.27 In the post-war period, many cultural and literary trends
associated, for example, with ecological and New Age movements can be
shown to have roots in Jungian thought. Most critiques of myth in literature
and culture are either indebted to his ideas or, like Barthes’ Mythologies
(1957),28 disavow an essence of mythologies and their supposedly universal
significance in clear opposition to Jung.

The essentialism of Jungian archetypes also resurfaces in some poststructu-
ralist feminist theories. While Camille Paglia rather unsubtly reasserts the
anti-cultural force of sexuality (in terms that have long been employed by mis-
ogynist positions), even a more complex theorist such as Hélène Cixous with
her concepts of ‘writing in mother’s milk’ and fluid femininity harks back to
archetypal models.29
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23 Carl Gustav Jung, ‘Psychology and Literature’ (1930), The Spirit in Man, Art, and Literature,
Collected Works, vol. XV, pp. 84–105.

24 Carl Gustav Jung, ‘On the Relation of Analytical Philosophy to Poetry’ (1922), The Spirit in
Man, pp. 63–83 (p. 70).

25 Jung, ‘Psychology and Literature’, p. 105.
26 Jung, Archetypes, pp. 21–22.
27 Compare James Olney, The Rhizome and the Flower: The Perennial Philosophy – Yeats and

Jung (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).
28 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. A. Lavers (London: Paladin, 1973).
29 Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson (New

Haven: Yale University Press, 1990); Hélène Cixous, ‘Sorties’, trans. Ann Liddle, and ‘The
Laugh of the Medusa’, trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, in Elaine Marks and Isabelle de
Courtivron (eds.), New French Feminisms (Brighton: Harvester, 1981), pp. 90–98 and 245–264.
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Apart from the many vulgar Jungian literary critics that function on a
similar level as the Freudian ones, Northrop Frye provides a more interesting
position with his use of archetypes as part of a structural model of litera-
ture.30 His endeavour to outline ever-recurring patterns in literature, although
motivated by his Catholicism, shares common ground with structural critics
of myth such as Claude Lévi-Strauss. The assumption behind Frye’s model,
that there exists a universal experience of nature, is debatable – as is the
implicit assumption that archetypal characters, such as the epic hero or the
quester for meaning and salvation, can be viewed independently, or indeed a
priori, of cultural and ideological formations.31

Maud Bodkin offers an alternative, but equally problematic use of Jungian
concepts in literary studies. Her Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (1934) returns
Jungian models to the individual, in particular the artistic individual, who
finds self-realisation in art with the help of archetypal symbolism. Great art
in turn enables its audience to achieve similar fulfilment through empathic
interpretation.32 Apart from the obvious intentional fallacy of such a reading,
the conceptual problem is again that recurring cultural images are taken to
represent pre-cultural truths. Yet these ‘truths’ are only ever realised inside
culture and inform and often strengthen the ideological status quo (especially
in terms of gender and power), even when they are supposed to interrogate it.

Melanie Klein (1882–1960): reassessing the other

Klein’s theories have their starting point in the maternal body. Rather than
regarding the mother as the embodiment of castration and, therefore, as a
mere reminder of the father’s phallic power, as in Freud, or as the symbol of
archetypal femininity, as in Jung, Klein reassesses the relation of mother and
child from an empirical perspective: the fact that the mother provides protec-
tion and emotional stimulus as well as nourishment for the infant.33 Klein’s
move can be seen as a rejection of both masculine views of infantile psycho-
logical development and the restricted role allocated to women in the male-
oriented theories of Freud and Jung. Yet Klein refuses to create an idealised
alternative model. The relationship between infant and mother is troubled.
The maternal body is simultaneously the provider and guarantee of all things
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30 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1957).

31 See Carl Gustav Jung, ‘The Origin of the Hero’ (1911), in Symbols of Transformation,
Collected Works, vol. V, pp. 171–205.

32 Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: Psychological Studies of the Imagination
(London: Oxford University Press, 1934).

33 Melanie Klein, ‘Some Theoretical Conclusions Regarding the Emotional Life of the Infant’
and ‘On Observing the Behaviour of Young Infants’, in Joan Rivière (ed.), Developments in
Psycho-Analysis, International Psycho-Analytical Library, 43 (London: Hogarth Press, 1970),
pp. 198–236 and 237–270.
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positive for the infant (a function summed up in the concept of the ‘good
breast’) and the potential source of all frustration (the ‘bad breast’).34 The
split into ideal and its opposite is not the effect of the law of the father (as in
Freud), or of the alienation from a mystical nature (as in Jung), but the result
of the actual presence of the mother.

The effect of this ambivalence towards the original source of fulfilment is a
first awareness of separateness that becomes the prerequisite of individua-
tion. It confronts the emerging self with a crucial libidinal ambivalence: the
combined love and hate for the maternal body. This body is the goal of the
infant’s first attempts at exerting power, but also the stumbling block that
makes the child realise that it is far from omnipotent. But more than merely
providing yet another model of the self in competition with those of Freud
and Jung, Klein’s thinking also encompasses the ‘Other’, the ‘object’ in
Freud’s object cathexes or the obstacle in Jung’s quest for harmony. Object-
relations remain forever tainted by the ambivalence first experienced with and
through the mother: the self remembers its union with her and wishes alter-
nately to be part of her and to make her part of itself. Klein calls the effects of
these desires projection and introjection. Their consequence is the placing of
the problematic aspects of the self (its frustrated desires as well as its idolised
body) and the desired objects (the mother and those objects that eventually
replace her) in an intermediate realm where they are neither subject nor
object. Klein calls their status that of ‘part-objects’.35 The self eventually
learns to reject and even hate the frustrating Other in what has become known
as abjection. Abjection links the suppression of desire not with neuroses, as
does Freud, but with aggression, an aggression that is always partly directed
against the subject itself. This abjection of the same as the alien and the
desired as the detested has become an influential model for rethinking binary
opposites in literary and cultural criticism.

By identifying the scenes of individuation as pre-linguistic, Kleinian
thought has helped to establish what is now known as the distinction between
the semiotic (the sphere of the unformed unity with the maternal Other) and
the symbolic (the realm of individuated, if ultimately ungrounded, significa-
tion with the self as its central concept). Kleinian psychoanalysis also shares
features with the ‘transitional objects’ that are crucial to the play theory of
D. W. Winnicott. There, both role play and the changing investment of self
and objects are regarded as central to the development of the self and its rela-
tion to its environment.36 Although play theory had its heyday in the 1970s, its
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34 Melanie Klein, ‘Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms’ (1946), in Rivière (ed.), Developments
in Psycho-Analysis, pp. 292–320 (pp. 297–300).

35 Klein, ‘Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms’, pp. 298–305. The link between ‘part-objects’,
melancholia and depression is discussed in ‘A Contribution to the Psychogenesis of Manic-
Depressive States’ (1934), in Melanie Klein, Contributions to Psycho-Analysis 1921–1945,
International Psycho-Analytical Library, 34 (London: Hogarth Press, 1968), pp. 282–310.

36 D. W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974).
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theoretical legacy can be felt in the continuing vogue for the much earlier writ-
ings of Mikhail Bakhtin (whose concepts of the carnivalesque and dialogism
have similarities with Winnicott) and terminologically in the poststructuralist
formula of the play of signification.

Julia Kristeva has based many of her writings, in particular her seminal
Revolution in Poetic Language (1974), on the role of the abject in significa-
tion. Rather than relating abjection primarily to the body, she traces it as a
constitutive principle in western thought. She demonstrates how Hegelian
dialectic materialism and that of his followers Husserl and Frege, when read
through a Freudian lens, only ever manages to establish a position of being
(and thus a critical vantage point) through negativity. By splitting and reject-
ing heterogeneous matter from the self, by creating oppositions that is, these
theories achieve positions that Kristeva calls thetic. Yet Kristeva also outlines
that the thetic and its constitutive difference between the symbolic and the
semiotic remains troubled when the chora, the undiffentiated babble of lan-
guage that is an echo of what she calls the maternal semiotic sphere, contin-
ues to rupture the symbolic. This is where Kristeva’s earlier interest in the
works of Bakhtin and his ideas of dialogism and the carnivalesque come to
the fore and enter a productive allegiance with her linguistic interest in the
materiality of language, its sounds, rhythms and graphic representations, in
what she calls ‘semanalysis’.37 Desire in Language (1977) and Powers of
Horror (1980) extend the inquiry in a critical reassessment of the Freudian
uncanny (and also, perhaps less obviously, Jung’s tales of individuation) in
their literary and cultural manifestations. In turn, Kristeva has been criticised
by feminists for privileging the maternal body as an area that precedes the dis-
cursive formations of culture.38

Cixous has already been mentioned as another exponent of Jungian
thought. She participates in the rethinking of binaries and even posits a form
of writing that unhinges the semiotic/symbolic distinction in favour of a dis-
rupted style that she identifies as écriture feminine. Yet labelling a style essen-
tially feminine and linking it biologistically with the female body are
problematic moves inside a model that wishes to overcome binary opposites.
While attempting to challenge the dominance of the alienated symbolic, écri-
ture feminine might ultimately, despite itself, subscribe to a symbolic and
patriarchal concept, even though it has stimulated a number of interesting
feminist readings, especially of modernist literature.

An even more radical revision of Kleinian ideas takes place in the writings
of Luce Irigaray. Trained both as a linguist and a Lacanian psychoanalyst,
Irigaray attempts to liberate the feminine from traditional patriarchal concep-
tualisations which only ever grant women the right to express themselves in
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37 Julia Kristeva, Séméiotiké: recherches pour une sémanalyse (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1969).
38 See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London:

Routledge, 1990), pp. 80–81.
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masculine terms. In order to develop an alternative to this model, she uses the
Kleinian object-relation in a radical way. Rather than subscribing to male-ori-
ented definitions of women and their sexuality in relation to phallic signifi-
cance and power, she reads women’s lack of the phallus as positive rather than
as a symbol of deficiency or loss. The female body is, according to Irigaray,
characterised by an essential doubling with its evidence in the female genitals.
This undoes a unified gender definition: women are therefore, in the terms of
the title of one of her books, a ‘sex that is not one’.39 It also enables women to
be in constant dialogue with themselves. Like Cixous, Irigaray has been a
stimulating force behind re-evaluations of women’s writing and radical styles.
At the same time, her recourse to biology has provoked accusations of essen-
tialism. Another problem implicit in her theories is that they can be seen to
envisage communication between the sexes as mere appropriation, amount-
ing to a rejection of productive dialogue.40

Jacques Lacan (1901–81): psyche as text – text as psyche

Lacan’s notoriously complex thinking is best approached by its obvious link
with literary analysis: his re-readings of Freud through the linguistic theories
of Ferdinand de Saussure. For Saussure language is a system of differences
without positive terms. The significance of elements is only determined by
their relation to other elements.41 In terms of the psyche, this means a radical
farewell to clear positionings of unconscious and conscious, id, ego and
superego, but also individual, lifeworld and the sphere of archetypes. It pro-
duces a theory of the psyche based on the related processes of identification as
misrecognition and desire and its frustration.

Lacan locates the origin of the frustrated desire for identification in the so-
called ‘Mirror Stage’, Lacan’s story of the infant’s enthusiastic response to its
mirror image.42 According to Lacan, the child observes its detachment (again
from the maternal body), the restricted control over its own body, and most
crucially its misrepresentation even in the act of recognition (since the mirror
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39 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1985); and Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. Gill
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).

40 Luce Irigaray, Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche, trans. Gillian C. Gill (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1991), L’oubli de l’air chez Martin Heidegger (Paris: Éditions de
Minuit, 1983), Divine Women, trans. Stephen Muecke (Sidney: Local Consumption, 1986),
and Je, tu, nous: Towards a Culture of Difference, trans. Alison Martin (New York and
London: Routledge, 1993).

41 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, eds. Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye
with Albert Riedlinger, trans. Roy Harris (London: Duckworth, 1983).

42 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in
Psychoanalytic Experience’ (1949), Écrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (London:
Tavistock, 1977), pp. 1–7.
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reverses and flattens the body). The allegorical scene shows that the incom-
plete self is forever driven to identify an ‘Ideal-I’ and forever suffers a distor-
tion of what it aims to define. Yet rather than producing mere frustration, this
generates desire as a productive force that in turn continually creates a chain
of signification. The product of this lack is text. This Lacanian model bears
an affinity to poststructuralist theories of continually ungrounded textuality,
a link which has frequently been exploited. Simultaneously, Lacan’s insistence
on the visual, on the gaze as the constitutive factor in processes of (mis-) rec-
ognition has stimulated theories of the visual arts and film.43

The reason why signification must forever remain ungrounded and unfin-
ished is expressed by Lacan in a symbolic term that proves his debt to Freud.
The ‘name of/“no” of the father’ (Lacan puns on the French homonyms nom
du père/non du père) ultimately refers to the ‘law’ created by the productive
withholding of the phallus and its power.44 In Freud’s oedipal theories of
castration anxiety and penis envy, the phallus is a real bodily feature: it is the
penis that the boy experiences as part of himself, as an emblem of the
father’s power and as traumatically absent in his mother and sisters. In
Lacan the phallus, or objet grand a, is a symbolic concept that does not rep-
resent a physical organ, but instead acts as the paradoxical foundation of
signification: ‘it is the signifier intended to designate as a whole the effects of
the signified, in that the signifier conditions them by its presence as a signi-
fier’.45

The ego, the central concept in Freud’s theories of tension and the ideal in
Jung’s concept of individuation, is consequently a painful delusion for Lacan.
His radical attack on Freud’s formula ‘Where the id was there ego shall be’ is
its reformulation as a cultural (rather than an individual) imperative in the
paradoxical phrase ‘it is my duty that I should come into being’.46 Maud
Ellmann reads this rejection of the ideal ego (which is also a rejection of
popular ‘ego-psychology’) as an attack on ‘the fiasco of the humanist tradi-
tion based on the Socratic dictum – know thyself ’.47

If Lacan’s concepts of misrecognition and the absence of unified selves as
well as stable meanings are indebted to Freud and blend with poststructural-
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43 See Ernst Gombrich, Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation
(London: Phaidon, 1977); Christian Metz, Psychoanalysis and Cinema: The Imaginary
Signifier (1977), trans. Celia Britton, Annwyl Williams, Ben Brewster and Alfred Guzetti
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1989).

44 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis’, Écrits, pp.
30–113 (p. 67).

45 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, Écrits, pp. 281–291 (p. 285).
46 Jacques Lacan, ‘The Freudian Thing, or the Meaning of the Return to Freud in

Psychoanalysis’, Écrits, pp. 114–145 (pp. 128–129).
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ism in their acceptance of the endless chain of signification, they also contain
a problematic near-transcendental concept at their core. Feminists have
rightly attacked Lacan’s privileging of the phallus.48 The metaphysical dimen-
sions of Lacan’s objet grand a and the problematic ontology it posits have also
been criticised by Derrida.49 In Lacan the insight into the continual absence of
the phallus produces desire and ultimately text. Yet if this is a liberation of
linguistics in Freudian thinking, as Fredric Jameson argues,50 then it ulti-
mately leads to a further impasse, this time a textual one. It translates lack
and desire into a monolithic textuality in which that which is undermined by
the absence of objet grand a becomes projected onto the many objects petit a,
the signifers that are the doomed attemps at sense-making. They ultimately
derive from the desiring and frustrated gaze of the incomplete subject on to
that whose returned gaze it desires.51 This interpellative concept of subjectiv-
ity in turn links Lacan with the ideological theories of the Marxist Louis
Althusser who claims that the subject is called into being by the appeal of
ideology and its apparatuses.52

On an obvious level, Lacan tries to reject both the imaginary and the sym-
bolic order by setting them against what he calls the Real. This Real is neither
a truth nor an objective empirical reality. Rather it is the ruptures in represen-
tation caused by that which remains unrepresentable. Here is a clear link of
Lacanian theory with disputes concerning mimesis and realism in literature,
all of which are strategies of mastering a reality outside textuality and evi-
dence of ultimate failure. Lacan calls this failed encounter with the real the
source of traumas,53 which quality, however, also predisposes it to be under-
stood as the creative principle in literary theory.

Yet rather than truly identifying the symbolic with failure, Lacan’s dis-
avowal (in the absence of the phallus, the negativity of the ‘no’, the theologi-
cal uncertainty or taboo of the name of the father) ultimately turns the
symbolic into the only significant sphere. This can be detected in Lacan’s inge-
nious use of terms and concepts as place-holders of the lack and also by his
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48 See Elizabeth Grosz, Jacques Lacan: A Feminist Introduction (London: Routledge, 1990), pp.
50–51; Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose (eds.), Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the
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Brewster (London: New Left Books, 1971), pp. 88–108.

53 Lacan, ‘Of the Gaze’, pp. 69–70.
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recourse to the most abstract symbolic notation: algebra.54 In terms of litera-
ture and its relation to psychoanalysis, it divorces the two again and ulti-
mately opts out of an engagement with the psyche altogether and instead
focuses entirely on textuality and signification.

While this is not particularly troublesome for poststructuralist literary
critics who feel uneasy about the mere notion of referentiality (in the shape of
a psyche, for example), it undercuts the implications of the Lacanian project.
It takes psychoanalysis out of the dialogue of disciplines and threatens to turn
some forms of Lacanian literary criticism into the structuralist maze of texts
communicating their mere textuality, or reiterates a related phenomenon,
New Criticism’s insistence on the text as an ultimately self-sufficient artefact
– despite Lacan’s insistence on process and open-endedness.55 Consequently,
some followers of Lacan have disentangled their analyses from questions of
the self altogether. Catherine Belsey’s Desire: Love Stories in Western Culture
(1994) uses Lacanian terminology less to examine subjectivities, and more to
analyse the cultural status of relationships and their failure in ‘western
culture’ (by which she means British and French traditions).56

Disremembering psychoanalysis: deconstructive outlooks

While all the above approaches use psychoanalytic concepts to investigate the
psyche and its supposed manifestations, equivalences, or distortions in texts,
assessments of psychoanalytic writings in terms of their textuality are a rela-
tively recent phenomenon. Shoshana Felman and Geoffrey Hartman have
edited collections that paved the way for an emphasis on what had been
implicit in psychoanalytic theory and practice all along: their status as textual
artefacts. The Yale French Studies issues dedicated to Literature and
Psychoanalysis of 1970 and Psychoanalysis and the Question of the Text of
1978 continue to be very influential for the way in which they used styles of
writing as an analytic tool with which to address psychoanalysis – and thus
partly redressed what was perceived as a weakness of psychoanalytic inquiry
concerning literature: its problematic imposition of a split between form and
content and its often one-sided attention to the latter.57 Barbara Johnson’s
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54 Jacques Alain-Miller, ‘Action de la structure’, in Cahiers pour l’analyse 9 (Paris: Graphe, 1968),
pp. 96–97; quoted in Slavoj Žižek, ‘Two Ways to Avoid the Real of Desire’, in Ellmann (ed.),
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The Critical Difference (1980) was a crucial step towards a merger of decon-
struction and psychoanalysis via textuality.58 The most extreme facet of this
trend can be examined in Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok’s already men-
tioned rereading of Freud’s analysis of the ‘Wolf-Man’ and their concern for
his ‘magic word’. Their ‘cryptonymic’ approach is indebted to Derrida’s anal-
yses of Freudian theory as simultaneous event and problematic truth. In
essays such as ‘Freud and the Scene of Writing’ (1967), ‘The Purveyor of
Truth’ (1975) and ‘Psyche: Inventions of the Other’(1987), Derrida has both
demonstrated the indebtedness of deconstruction to the psychoanalytic enter-
prise and criticised what he perceives as the latter’s entanglement in sub-
merged ontologies.59 That he himself has not forgotten Freud can be seen in
the slyly entitled essay ‘Let Us Not Forget – Psychoanalysis’ and, more spec-
tacularly, in the resurrection of the uncanny in relation to the apparent failure
of socialism in Specters of Marx.60

As regards the engagement of literary scholarship with psychoanalytic the-
ories, the debate was reopened, after what appears in retrospect as a retreat
into either structuralist or biographical positions, by the Psychology and
Literature issue of New Literary History in 1980 and eventually the special
1990 edition of The Oxford Literary Review.61 Several collections that
appeared during this period and since are listed in the bibliography below.
These continuing critical reassessments demonstrate that psychoanalysis has
remained a stumbling block and point of contention for literary and cultural
theory in the late twentieth century. Yet they also hint at the potential of
psychoanalysis to offer a crucial and necessary link between disparate post-
structuralist theories. It could act as a reminder of the continual translations
and transformations that happen in literary and cultural theories, their
implicit and explicit desires, tensions and frustrations. At the same time, by
partly forming the object of critical investigation itself, psychoanalysis has
avoided an undue harmonisation and homogenisation that might have turned
it into the super-theory that it never set out to be.

Literary criticism and psychoanalytic positions 189

58 Barbara Johnson, The Critical Difference: Essays in the Contemporary Rhetoric of Reading
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980).

59 Jacques Derrida, ‘Freud and the Scene of Writing’, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978); ‘The Purveyor of Truth’, Yale French Studies 52
(1975), pp. 31–113: ‘Psyche: Inventions of the Other’, trans. Catherine Porter, in Reading Paul
de Man Reading, eds. Wlad Godzich and Lindsay Waters (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989), pp. 25–65.

60 Jacques Derrida, ‘Let Us Not Forget – Psychoanalysis’, Oxford Literary Review 12.1–2 (1990),
pp. 3–7; and Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, The Work of Mourning and the New
International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994). See also Peter Buse and
Andrew Stott (eds.), Ghosts: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis, History (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1999).

61 See the special edition of New Literary History 12.1 (1980), Psychology and Literature: Some
Contemporary Directions; and Nicholas Royle and Ann Wordsworth (eds.), Psychoanalysis
and Literature: New Work, special edition of The Oxford Literary Review 12.1–2 (1990).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Gender and sexuality

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



15

The history of feminist criticism
Christa Knellwolf

The term ‘feminism’ first emerged in the English language in the 1890s, a sig-
nificant historical moment when there was an urgent need to name the activ-
ities of the women’s movement, which was vibrant and popular as never
before. Late nineteenth-century feminism joined together women from differ-
ent classes and social backgrounds. Although the initial enthusiasm was to be
dampened and many found their interests ignored by the politics adopted by
the leading figures, it achieved the status of a social movement. While more
recent feminist criticism warns against understanding ‘women’ as a homoge-
nous category and emphasises the mistake of eradicating the unique charac-
teristics of different groupings, in the late nineteenth century the emergence
of a solidarity across national and class barriers was perceived as so novel that
the common factor of being a woman was perceived as outweighing the dif-
ferences. Among other things, the working conditions of female labourers
were so appalling that the primary objective was to strive for some improve-
ment: for instance pregnant women were not infrequently forced to work
right up to the delivery of the baby and indeed sometimes gave birth in the
factory itself. Like any politically oriented movement, the women’s move-
ments which formed in different national settings had to deal with the gross-
est social injustices of their daily experience; only then could it begin to think
about equal rights among its members.1

A theoretical engagement with the claims and rights of women concen-
trated on representation, both in the sense of protesting against political dis-
enfranchisement and challenging the insidious power of literature to
propagate views about women’s inferiority. This chapter examines the devel-
opment of feminist criticism in the twentieth century. It begins with a review
of early twentieth-century feminism (first-wave feminism) and then provides
a detailed account of second-wave feminism, illustrating different critiques of
observed instances of women’s oppression.
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1 For a discussion of socialist indictments of the exploitation particularly of female labourers in
the nineteenth century, see Lise Vogel, Marxism and the Oppression of Women: Toward a
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Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden From History: 300 Years of Women’s Oppression and the Fight
Against It (London: Pluto Press, 1977).
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First-wave feminism

The struggle for women’s rights was no new phenomenon in the late nine-
teenth century: countless female writers who have recently been retrieved
from a silence imposed by a patriarchally biased historiography testify to a
longstanding tradition of protest against women’s supposed physical,
moral and intellectual inferiority. Women have always protested about the
injustice of gender discrimination. In the British context, Mary Astell and
Mary Wollstonecraft, eminent voices of the late seventeenth and late eight-
eenth centuries respectively, produced thorough critiques of the double
standards of conventional morality.2 They are among the most famous, but
by no means the first thinkers, to argue that the normative definition of fem-
ininity reflects the wish to perpetuate women’s dependent position and that
the education of girls is abused as a means of teaching them to internalise a
sense of their intrinsic inferiority.

While it could draw on previous work by both thinkers and activists, early
twentieth-century feminism also contained a new component: it produced
theoretical analyses of women’s position within society, such as Charlotte
Perkins Gilman’s Women and Economics (1898) or Olive Schreiner’s Woman
and Labour (1911), which were embedded in broad political campaigns for
the vote, for the right to own property, for fairer legislation concerning
divorce, for equal access to education, culture, the arts, the sciences and the
professions.3 More than just exposing the injustice of women’s economic
dependence, Olive Schreiner explains the links between gender discrimination
and economic oppression, which leads her to demand that women be recog-
nised as equally important producers of social and economic value. Schreiner
demonstrates that women possess the skills of writing sociological studies
even without formal training in the discipline, thus doubly justifying her
claim that women’s critique of society and ideology is a valid and necessary
innovation. The campaigns of the nineteenth-century women’s movements
provoked a wide public resonance of feminist ideas in most western coun-
tries.4 The awareness that they could show some significant progress in chang-
ing legislation when women finally gained the right to hold property after
1880, encouraged further steps towards the ideal of gender equality. For the
activists of this period, equality was the goal. While second-wave feminism
after the Second World War appealed to difference as a basis for the formula-
tion of political claims, early twentieth-century activists emphasised same-

194 Gender and sexuality

2 See Mary Astell, Political Writings, ed. Patricia Springborg (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996) and Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975).

3 For a collection of women’s claims to have their rights recognised, see Miriam Schneir (ed.),
The Vintage Book of Historical Feminism (London: Vintage, 1996).

4 See Sheila Rowbotham, Women in Movement: Feminism and Social Action (London:
Routledge, 1992).
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ness: they pursued egalitarian politics so as to ensure the success of their
claims for equal legal and political status.

When it adopted the campaign for access to the culturally prestigious pro-
fessions as one of its most important issues, early twentieth-century feminism
had a decisively middle-class and white bent. The argument over women’s
rights to embark on a professional career reflects the struggle of middle-class
women to enter the world of their male social equals and prioritises the polit-
ical forum as the place to promote their interests. Working women as such
were no new phenomenon. Working-class women and women of colour had
long been going out of their homes to work as domestic servants. Women had
worked on the fields, and ever since factories were built in the early nineteenth
century, women formed a significant percentage of the labour force. Towards
the end of the nineteenth century, the number of mostly unmarried working-
class women who worked outside their homes was rising dramatically. The
fact that women significantly outnumbered men in many western countries in
the nineteenth century, moreover, heightened indignation that more than half
of the population had no civil rights except in so far as they were derived from
the rights of male relations. In Britain, certain women (those over thirty who
held a certain economic status) were given the vote in 1918 as a reward for
women’s services during the war; the restricting qualifications were dropped
ten years later.5

In view of the longstanding attack on the dramatic inequality between the
education of boys and girls, it comes as no surprise that Virginia Woolf’s
classic A Room of One’s Own (1928) should begin with the famous descrip-
tion of how women are prevented from entering into libraries and universities.
She insists that the experience of being excluded from academies and educa-
tional institutions, on the one hand, and economic dependence, on the other
hand, are instances of how women are systematically demoralised. Woolf
relentlessly attacks the poverty of women, showing that even at the moment
when women were allowed to hold property, they still had only a small share
in the wealth of their respective social class. In spite of her class-based
approach to women’s economic condition, she shows that it is largely due to
economic factors that old stereotypes about women’s inferiority are held in
place. Woolf made practical proposals concerning the foundation of women’s
colleges, a women’s newspaper and a women’s party, she formulated concrete
claims about minimum wages and pensions for women, and, as is illustrated
in Three Guineas (1938), was a committed pacifist who did not care for
national honours. Woolf maintains that the female gender is defined as the
opposite of what counts as the chief object of interest: masculinity. Her argu-
ment that women function as looking glasses which aggrandise male preoccu-
pations with war and the heroic ethos of conventional historiography exposes
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the prevalent devaluation of the experience and preoccupations of female
writers. Finally, she posits the existence of a ‘woman’s sentence’ arguing that
women register and express experience differently, which thus calls for a revi-
sion of the standards used to evaluate women’s artistic productions.

Woolf pursued a practical approach to the evaluation of gender roles and
expressed herself in a style which subverts the possibility of maintaining
firmly defined views – what Toril Moi calls her ‘deconstructive form of
writing’.6 By contrast, the second eminently influential thinker for later twen-
tieth-century feminism, Simone de Beauvoir, embarks on a theoretical discus-
sion of the meaning of gender. In her work, The Second Sex (1949), she makes
the following famous claim: ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’,7

and draws a careful distinction between sex and gender. Her philosophical
enquiry into the premises of definitions of difference explains that the man is
taken as the positive norm and woman as the negative, second (in the sense of
less important) or deviant which figures as the ‘Other’. She points out that the
reasons behind the oppression of women are a particular interpretation of
reproduction and the wish to control women’s fertility, and by no means the
biological facts as such. By showing that the factors responsible for gender
difference are part of the ideological repertoire of culture and only indirectly
evolve from biological factors, she criticises western thought for its biological
determinism.

Second-wave feminism

The most important objective of second-wave feminism was a detailed analy-
sis of ‘difference’ in its daily guise in the public and private spheres. Evocative
slogans like ‘the personal is political’ or ‘sisterhood is powerful’ served as
means to emphasise the gendered rationale underpinning the distinction
between supposedly all-important public issues and unimportant domestic
matters. When feminists tore down the barrier between private and public,
issues such as domestic violence and the sexual abuse of children were
brought to light. Rape crisis centres and women’s refuges were established.
Pornography came under attack for propagating misogynist images and for
claiming that women enjoyed the role of the passive victim of male sexual
aggression. The fight against violence towards women and struggles for child-
care facilities, abortion on demand, protection against sexual harassment and
discrimination on the grounds of gender and sexual orientation were promi-
nent on the feminist agenda. Women’s liberation tackled the sensitive issue of
marital rape and protested against a culture which gives men unimpeded
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access to women’s bodies. The culturally central concept of the ‘family’ (par-
ticularly in the guise of the western nuclear family) came under attack as a
barrier to new attempts to conceptualise gender identity. Since these issues
were all in some ways dependent on physical difference or rather on how
culture used arguments of physical difference to defend its gendered division
of labour, it was necessary to show in what ways such supposedly objective
criteria of difference were discursively constructed; in what ways biological
facts were emphasised by fashion and literary representations and how the
disproportionately high value placed on the ‘facts’ was due to their symboli-
cally central position and not to any biological necessity.

Feminist writers in the sixties and seventies came from various back-
grounds: from journalism, the social sciences, linguistics, the media and the
arts. Many worked at the margins of the conventionally defined disciplines
and through their shared political interest created the sense of interdiscipli-
narity which still characterises women’s studies. The feminist approach to the
study of literature pursued several goals: a revisionist engagement with
history and literary history, a revision of aesthetic standards and a radical cri-
tique of the representation of gender and gender roles as part of a larger cri-
tique of cultural self-definition.

On the political front, the sixties were a radical period. Many women were
active in socialist movements but found that their claims were openly disre-
garded and that they were washing the dishes while their male colleagues were
discussing radical politics. Being pressurised to return to a type of femininity,
which serviced male interests, after they had held responsible positions during
the war and feeling disappointed by leftist politics, women felt that they had
to join forces. As an attempt to counteract age-old strategies of silencing
female interests, women’s groups began to spring up in the sixties and seven-
ties. The focus on consciousness raising, one of the chief goals of the time,
was a means of gaining distance from externally imposed definitions so that
it might be possible to discover an authentic understanding of female experi-
ence. Another aim of workshops was to fend off the judgement of women’s
intrinsic lack of skill at creative and intellectual tasks which was felt to be all
the more important because much of the imaginative wealth of women’s
artistic self-expression remained excluded from main-stream art centres and
theatres, and the well established universities were hostile to the politics
implicit in such experiments. However, the broad interest in feminist issues
created the space for courses specifically designed for women’s needs, mostly
established in unprestigious institutions like city colleges and some unortho-
dox new universities.

The question of how culture produces and propagates gender stereotypes
was one vital issue on the feminist agenda. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique (1963), a work which exposes the socially enforced dependence of
women, set the scene for American feminism, while Germaine Greer’s The
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Female Eunuch (1971) was a pioneering work that came out of British femi-
nism. Greer analysed the ways by which cultural conventions and stereotypi-
cal modes of thought deprived women of the means of developing their own
potentials. Conventional views about women’s passive bodies and minds, as
her title implies, reduces them to the position of disempowerment. The fact
that these works by Friedan and Greer were understandable to a readership
without previous knowledge ensured that they almost immediately turned
into feminist classics.

Kate Millett’s book Sexual Politics (1971) takes issue with ways in which
representations of gender and sexuality reflect contemporary stereotypes of
women’s inferiority. When dealing with some of the chief figures of twentieth-
century literature, such as Henry Miller, D. H. Lawrence and Norman Mailer,
she takes them to task for their celebration of an aggressive type of male sex-
uality which reduces women to objects for the gratification of brutal instincts.
Millett not only reveals the misogyny of culturally privileged literary works
but also shows that the reasons for this bias reside in current definitions of lit-
erary value.

In their immensely influential book, The Madwoman in the Attic (1979),
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar explore the difficulties facing women writers
of the nineteenth century. More than just struggling against what Harold
Bloom calls the ‘anxiety of influence’,8 they had to deal with the overt hostil-
ities of their male contemporaries, and even more importantly they had to
come to terms with their internalised sense of guilt about breaking the sacred
definitions of gender when asserting themselves as independent and mature
intellects with a claim to genius. Discussing the characteristics of the female
protagonists described in Victorian novels and poetry, they conclude that it is
by no means accidental that the writing by women circles around closeted her-
oines who are either mad or on the brink of madness. The nineteenth century
established madness as an inevitable result if women invaded the masculine
privilege of writing, and hence it figured as sanction for the intellectually
active woman. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that their imaginative work
keeps returning to the figure of madness in a self-conscious attempt of the
artist to understand and justify her position within culture.

Initially hesitant quests for female writers, painters, artists and informed
audiences almost immediately brought to light an unexpectedly large number
of names. Books like Dale Spender’s Mothers of the Novel: 100 Good Women
Writers Before Jane Austen (1986) emphatically overturned the previously
held assumption that women had never participated in the literary market.9

The discovery of these many forgotten works required new ways of reading.
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Since women had always been the object of a mode of representation that was
aimed at a male readership, a feminist reader-response theory, therefore, had
to ask how women can deal with a body of literature that is firmly defined by
male interests.10

Studies such as Patricia Spacks’ The Female Imagination (1975), Ellen
Moers’ Literary Women (1976), Elaine Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own
(1977) and Mary Ellmann’s Thinking about Women (1979) are amongst the
first of hundreds of critical projects which investigate women’s position
within literary history. The attempt to understand why all of the female nov-
elists before Jane Austen were erased from cultural memory revealed that the
definition of literary value privileged male writers’ engagement with warfare
or politics over the more domestically centred literary works by female
authors. Moreover, as Christine Battersby’s incisive study of the cultural
meaning of genius demonstrates, the masculine perspective and the gendered
view of aesthetic appreciation belonging to it are deeply ingrained in stan-
dards of artistic merit.11 Not only did the search for forgotten female writers
turn out to be a study of silences but as the title of Tillie Olsen’s autobio-
graphically inspired study of female writers, Silences, eloquently expresses it,
an engagement with silence, or rather with the systematic suppression of
female voices, is a precondition of the career of a writer.

The influence of French feminism

American feminists vigorously denounced Freud, believing in the political
power of the women’s movement. By contrast, French feminists were strongly
involved in the heady political – chiefly Maoist – climate which in 1968 led the
intellectuals to proclaim a revolution without sufficient followers. Their inev-
itable disillusionment, as Toril Moi puts it, made them turn to psychoanalysis
as ‘an emancipatory theory of the personal and a path to the exploration of
the unconscious, both of vital importance to the analysis of the oppression of
women in patriarchal society’.12 The work of the French feminists is charac-
terised by a thorough, intensely sceptical engagement with the theories of
Jacques Lacan. Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, to mention
the most prominent figures, studied the psychic development of the child, con-
centrating on the moment when it leaves behind its imaginary unity with the
mother and enters into the symbolic order. They were aware that one motive
behind Freud’s analysis of gender was that of holding back those who
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attempted to break away from conventional definitions of gender roles.
Realising that psychoanalysis had figured as a powerful tool to enforce the dic-
tates of patriarchy, they still decided to use it for their purposes. So they con-
sciously took one of the master discourses of patriarchy to study patriarchy
and to seek for means to escape from the binary gender division informing its
system of reasoning.

Embedding their interventionist projects in a complex discussion of the
western philosophical tradition, French feminists sought to find a language
and a means of representation suited to women’s needs and psychic poten-
tials. They came up with the concept of écriture féminine, a peculiarly female
mode of expression which is supposed to reflect the physical closeness
between infant and mother. Wishing to break away from patriarchal represen-
tations and their normative function in the socialisation of boys and girls,
they proposed the language of irrationality as a possible subversion of the
rigours of logic. Hysteria was hailed as a specifically female transgressive lan-
guage (most eloquently put forward in Kristeva’s thesis, Revolution in Poetic
Language, 1974). Its chaotic language and pattern of associations became the
antidote to literary styles and modes of philosophical reasoning which
defined women as inferior to men. When they posited such a female/feminine
form of writing (note that the French language does not distinguish between
these two adjectives and féminine covers the meaning of both), they pointed
to the irrationality contained in the discourse of male philosophy. However,
by celebrating the opposite of patriarchal rationality as woman’s imaginative
and intellectual sphere, they alienated many women who felt that this posi-
tion was a stab in the back to the longstanding struggle to have women’s
rationality recognised.

Juliet Mitchell was one of the first English-speaking feminists to take on
board the liberating potential of French feminism, and Elaine Showalter was
one of the prominent figures in American academia to be inspired by the
concept of écriture féminine. Pursuing the project of revising the literary
canon taught at the universities she coined the term ‘gynocriticism’ which she
defines as ‘the study of women as writers, and its subjects are the history,
styles, themes, genres, and structures of writing by women; the psychodynam-
ics of female creativity; the trajectory of the individual or collective female
career; and the evolution and laws of a female literary tradition’.13 Showalter
uses the concept of écriture féminine as a biologically grounded category,
which explains why women conceptualise the experience of their bodies and
reproductive functions differently. Building on such an embodied understand-
ing of difference, she posits a gendered literary experience and argues for the
necessity of setting up courses designed to study the literary tradition of
women writers.
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Countless feminist works showed that the view of women’s inferiority is
ingrained at the very structural levels of syntax and semantics; in other words,
it is expressed both as a part of what is said and of how it is said. Language
enforces gender difference by, for instance, projecting men into the position of
linguistic agency and authority and women into the position of objects who
cannot go beyond expressing their failure to gain autonomous subjectivity. As
Dale Spender points out in her book Man Made Language (1980), language is
no neutral medium of representation but is systematically shaped to serve
male interests. In response to studies of language, numerous projects emerged
which sought to change linguistic practices and to remove the sexism in lan-
guage. Attempts to acknowledge women’s contribution to literary and social
meaning consequently required that the ‘writer’ and the ‘reader’ should no
longer be exclusively referred to by the masculine pronoun ‘he’.

Critiques and interventions

Misogyny was seen to reside at every level of language: the supposedly
unmarked generic term ‘man’ was indicative of a systematic wish to exclude
women and went hand in hand with the argumentative gender bias which
Gayle Rubin (‘The Traffic in Women’, 1975), for instance, discovers in Lévi-
Strauss’s work on kinship which laid the foundation for the academic disci-
pline of anthropology. Lévi-Strauss concludes that gender roles are rooted in
social practices without objecting to the fact that women are reduced to
objects in the social relations which come about over and above the exchange
of women.

Women’s groups, feminist newsletters and journals contributed to the
redefinition of some previously derogatory terms for women, such as
‘witches’, ‘crones’, ‘hags’ and ‘spinsters’. The positive revaluation of abusive
stereotypes went hand in hand with the project of rewriting patriarchy’s
myths: fairy tales were recognised as insidious instruments through which
children were socialised so as to identify with their respective gender roles. In
an attempt to intervene in the construction of culturally central stereotypes,
writers produced completely rewritten versions of these archetypal narra-
tives. Provocative attempts to reject patriarchal standards and to valorise
female power were a creative counterpart to the theoretical analysis of cultu-
ral myths. Mary Daly’s call for radical separatism (her most widely read book
being Gyn/ecology, 1978) emphasises women’s erotic potential and calls for
women to discover their own powers and to celebrate behaviour which had
hitherto been classified as transgressive.

Theoretical rejections of hostile views were one side of the story; the other
involved concrete attempts to change legislation. Catharine Mackinnon is one
of the most prominent American figures who worked on having women’s
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rights statutorily recognised. Together with Andrea Dworkin, she also
became famous for daring to take the pornographic industry to court for its
dehumanised representation of women.

In order to draw attention to the fact that much feminist work pursued the
interests of white women, Audre Lorde wrote an open letter to Mary Daly,
criticising her for patronising black women and reducing them to the role of
powerless victims in her radical attack on the myths of western culture.14

Quests for a positive idea of community led Alice Walker, among others, to
posit a black aesthetics in which the black woman writer would emerge from
the dual silencing due to race and gender.15 Women of colour and ethnic back-
grounds argued that they were subject to renewed oppression because of their
inferior position within the women’s movement. When Patricia Spacks, Elaine
Showalter and others sought to reveal a female tradition, they were neverthe-
less complicit with the silencing of black women in conventional historiogra-
phy. As Hazel V. Carby points out, black women’s studies, as a movement
which challenged the homogenous character of the supposedly disinterested
discipline of women’s studies, was established to make available a literary tra-
dition which engages with the experience of women from non-western back-
grounds, and discusses the fact that their sense of alienation and their fear of
urban culture is linked to the much higher statistical likelihood of being raped
or subjected to inappropriate medical treatment (such as unnecessary hyster-
ectomies).16 The collection of essays entitled This Bridge Called my Back:
Writings by Radical Women of Color (1983) was an outcry against discrimi-
nation which also lay the foundation for a vibrant new field of studies.17

Sexuality and representation

Studies which built upon Simone de Beauvoir’s pioneering claim that sexual-
ity and reproduction were the reasons for women’s oppression treated
women’s fertility both as a symbolic and a material corner stone in a male-
dominated society. Feminist critiques, therefore, concentrated on analysing in
detail the means used to control it. While some critics like Shulamith
Firestone hoped that technological solutions to reproduction would do away
with biologically grounded reasons for keeping women in the home, work on
health and the medicalisation of the female body (particularly gynecology)
recognised that technology subjected women’s bodies to more stringent
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control and was at odds with the ideal of a non-violent, non-intrusive
approach to health and sexuality which gave responsibility to women for their
physical and mental well-being.18

The seventies was an idealistic period, radical and imaginative in its
manner of proposing social experiments. In response to the attempt by main-
stream feminism to ignore lesbian issues, lesbians became active on the polit-
ical front. Separatism, however, was not only a lesbian solution but it was also
proposed as a practical experience of female bonding and a woman-identified
culture; hence as the fastest route towards gender equality. The struggle for
gay rights became a prominent issue on the feminist agenda and lesbian criti-
cism spearheaded the women’s liberation campaigns in many ways.19 The
critics Charlotte Bunch and Adrienne Rich produced detailed analyses of the
educational strategies used to force children to identify with their respective
gender roles and to curb any forms of deviance. In her article ‘Compulsory
Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’ (1980), Adrienne Rich examines the
pressures at work in romance and other forms of cultural propaganda to
inscribe the heterosexual norms on the adolescent mind and to obliterate all
non-heterosexual desire. What she calls the ‘lesbian continuum’ offers a
revised understanding of female sexuality. She takes as her point of departure
the psychoanalytic claim of the infant’s original bisexuality. By showing that
psychoanalysis erases the initial closeness between mother and child while it
overemphasises the significance of a later emotional attachment to the father,
she demands that the early experience of the baby’s physical and emotional
dependence on the mother be recognised as a formative element of adult sex-
uality. The concept of a ‘lesbian continuum’ points toward potentially inde-
terminate sexual preference as a means of emphasising that sexual
orientation is culturally constructed. Emphasising that homosexuality is not
a deviation from a supposedly natural heterosexual matrix, she calls for a
theory of gender which moves away from the binary opposition between man
and woman. She demands that it should be possible to conduct an open-
minded quest for one’s sexual inclination. The search for suppressed histori-
cal evidence leads Bonnie Zimmerman to entitle her overview of lesbian
criticism: ‘What Has Never Been’ (1985).

Adrienne Rich’s other influential book Of Woman Born (1976) studies the
relationship between mothers and children to show how women are used to
propagate the ideology of their own inferiority in a world of men. When she
discusses motherhood as an institution which applies massive sanctions to
failures to comply with its norms, she produces an apt analysis of the gender
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politics involved in parenting. Many socialist studies of the oppression of
women likewise arrived at the conclusion that the function of the family was
that of reproducing the gendered ideology of capitalism.20

As Olive Schreiner had argued at the beginning of the century, gender and
class, or patriarchy and capitalism, were two oppressive systems which were
interlocked but which were by no means coextensive. Therefore, attempts
were made to emphasise women’s role in the capitalist system that suppressed
their contribution to the national economy by refusing to assign value to their
labour. A feminist revision of the Marxist theory hence argued that women’s
role in reproducing the labour force be recognised (by means of child-birth
and passing on the capitalist values to their offspring). This argument was
supported by demonstrations which demanded that housework and child-
rearing should receive financial reward. Juliet Mitchell, Sheila Rowbotham,
Nancy Hartsock, Heidi Hartmann, Michèle Barrett, Catharine Mackinnon
and others, examined the economic subordination of women. They pointed
out that women had almost exclusively low-paid part-time jobs in addition to
their work inside the home. Within the field of literary criticism, such studies
stimulated countless political readings of, above all, the novel.

Perspectives

Towards the late 1970s, consciousness raising proved to be no longer enough,
and the witty and provocative but populist and simplifying writings of the
pioneers gave way to more complex discussions of gender. So as to justify
their struggle to break away from the biologically grounded stereotypes of
femininity, most feminists welcomed the idea that gender was socially con-
structed. Binary conceptions of gender were deconstructed in a radical cri-
tique and replaced by an understanding of gender difference which expressed
itself in different subject positions (which were emphatically separated from
biological criteria).21 A consequence of this was that a debate evolved as to
whether men could write as feminists, that is to say speak from the feminist
position. While a lot of men were very sympathetic to the feminist issues or
indeed recognised that the study of gender concerned them as well, the female
subject position, of course, cannot be adopted by choice but is the product of
the life-long experience of being positioned in the female role. Recognising
that gender is constructed as an effect of certain practices, therefore, led
critics like Teresa de Lauretis to formulate a theory which centres on the
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necessity of changing the habits and customary practices which reduce
women to an inferior position.22

When poststructuralism denounced the idea of a metadiscourse, it brought
politically inspired critiques of culture and society to a point of crisis. The
study of how perceived categories of difference affect women’s lives remained
the core issue; only the theoretical terminology changed which demanded that
the premises be expressed in historically specific and non-essentialist terms.
While it was sometimes felt to be hostile to feminist politics, poststructural-
ism at its best, as Chris Weedon argues, can create a space in which to respond
to criticisms concerning class, race and the heterosexual bias of feminism.23

My study began with first-wave feminism and ends with the remark that the
contemporary situation is characterised by the telling term ‘feminisation of
the labour market’. Far from referring to a success of lengthy campaigns for
genuinely equal opportunities on the basis of sufficient child-care facilities
and maternity leave without imminent job loss or a victory over sexual harass-
ment, the term stands for a devaluation of paid work (by men and women) in
a situation of dramatically high unemployment in which women hold up to 55
per cent of the jobs. Now that we are facing an increasing powerlessness of the
individual vis-à-vis large international corporations, it is more than ever
important to be aware of the significance of economic factors for views about
gender; changes in the economic structure have a dramatic impact on the
understanding of gender roles, after all. Workers’ rights are being eroded to a
point where the working class is itself ‘feminised’. While feminism needs to
pay attention to the diversity between women world-wide, it also needs to
respond to a situation in which fundamentalist governments, for instance,
seek to remove women from education or to restrict them to jobs of low
esteem. An immediate engagement with such issues may create a new solidar-
ity which enables women to speak out against oppression.
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16

Feminism and deconstruction
Diane Elam

Feminism and deconstruction have influenced literary criticism by rethinking
the terms of sexual difference, politics and ethics. Emphasising indetermi-
nacy, the openness of interpretation and the importance of difference, their
alliance has given rise to powerful interrogations of representations of
women across a range of literary fields.1

While the alliance between feminism and deconstruction is acknowledged
by literary criticism, there is not a simple formula for how they work together.
Their relationship takes a variety of shapes, partially because feminism and
deconstruction continuously redefine one another. The resulting instability
produces a fluid relationship, in which neither term is subordinated.

It is important to note, though, that however many shapes it has the poten-
tial to take, the alliance between feminism and deconstruction was initially
met with scepticism. In what is probably one of the clearest statements he has
ever made, Jacques Derrida claimed that ‘deconstruction is certainly not fem-
inist . . . if there is one thing that it must not come to, it’s feminism’.2 For
Derrida, feminism ‘is the operation through which a woman desires to be like
a man, like a dogmatic philosopher, demanding truth, science, objectivity’.3

Feminism is therefore accused of eliding difference and judged to be just
another form of western metaphysics, pinning its hopes on truth and
objectivity.
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If Derrida has tried to push feminism away from deconstruction, a number
of feminists have also attempted to push deconstruction away from feminism,
although for a different set of reasons. Deconstruction is against feminism,
according to Denise Riley, because it has ‘no political allegiances’.4 Jane
Tompkins worries that deconstruction simply ‘subsumes everything in lan-
guage’; while Margaret Whitford puts it even more strongly when she argues
that deconstruction ‘attempt[s] to neutralize feminists’ because ‘the possibil-
ity of women’s difference has not entered the deconstructive imagination’.5 In
short, the charge levelled on behalf of feminism is that deconstruction does
not take sexual difference seriously, reduces the world to language and fails to
provide a proper ground for political action.

However, Derrida’s portrayal of feminism is now more of a caricature than
a fair characterisation; other feminisms are not so easily dismissed in decon-
structive terms. And while feminist reservations about deconstruction should
be taken seriously, feminism and deconstruction are still able to forge an alli-
ance that confronts questions of sexual difference, examines the relation of
language to materiality and gives rise to political action.

The category of women

To begin with, feminism and deconstruction stress that there is no thematic
identity to the category ‘women’. While there are established notions about
what women are and what women can do, the possibility remains that women
are an indeterminate category. The question of indeterminacy arises in two
ways: first of all, is the definition of the category of women a question of
ontology or a question of meaning? If it is a question of ontology, then femi-
nism and deconstruction promise neither to restore nor create the original
woman, the natural woman, the whole woman. Appeals to individual experi-
ence, rational analysis or transcendental a priori knowledge will never be able
to describe an essence. The alliance of feminism and deconstruction, there-
fore, makes us more aware of the infinite possibilities of women: women will
never be exhaustively represented, never be brought together under one, undi-
vided concept of ‘woman’. Accumulations of representations seem to narrow
the options and leave less room for uncertainty only if we forget that there are
an infinite number of images of women.

Representation here works in a double register: women will never be defi-
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nitely calculable either as object or as subject. This can be a problem for fem-
inism, insofar as feminism has often set as one of its goals women’s attain-
ment of the position of the subject. Yet, as Derrida points out, the arrival at
such a goal does not guarantee freedom.6 Subjectivity may seem to offer
agency, but women become subjects only when they conform to specified and
calculable representations of themselves as subjects.

If the category of women is a question of meaning, however, feminism
and deconstruction pose still another challenge. They argue that descripti-
vist accounts are normative and inadequate; it is not possible to describe the
true identity of women, provide a definitive description articulating all pos-
sible differences. Attempts to conflate ontology with meaning, to take
meaning to be an ontological issue, will not solve this problem either: the
category of ‘women’ would then be useless because there is no correspond-
ing essence.

What deconstruction can do here is provide feminism with more than a
simple anti-essentialism. By offering a radical account of meaning as deferral,
deconstruction suggests that ‘women’ as a category would be indeterminate
in a second way. While ‘women’ would not be determinable as purely a ques-
tion of either ontology or meaning, neither would they be determinable
within the category of meaning because meaning itself is ultimately indeter-
minate, always subject to deferral.

Sex and gender

Deconstruction’s terms of deferral and indeterminacy thus help to articulate
the claim that feminism’s struggle can perhaps best be understood not simply
as a struggle to assert identity but as a struggle to assert difference. And fem-
inism cannot get to the end of that struggle by just being more careful about
listing a number of qualifiers every time it mentions women. Women may
exist in relation to a complex matrix of differences, but as Judith Butler points
out, ‘it would be wrong to assume in advance that there is a category of
“women” that simply needs to be filled in with various components of race,
class, age, ethnicity, and sexuality in order to become complete’.7 More differ-
ences, more meanings, will always remain to be articulated and contested.
‘Women’ is a permanently contested site of meaning, where meaning is always
deferred, ultimately indeterminate.

It could be said, then, that women pose questions for feminism as much as
they provide the basis of feminism. And one such crucial question involves the
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framework of gender and sex: how do ‘women’ stand in relation to gender
and sex? A deconstructionist feminist analysis responds by interrogating the
very distinction between sex and gender, suggesting that it is time to rethink
the position that sex is a biological, natural attribute onto which cultural
notions of gender are grafted. Making a crucial move, Joan Scott calls for ‘a
genuine historicization and deconstruction of the terms of sexual difference’,
shifting the emphasis away from sex so that gender could be ‘redefined and
restructured in conjunction with a vision of political and social equality that
includes not only sex but class and race’.8

Teresa de Lauretis is even less satisfied with the distinction between sex and
gender. De Lauretis promotes a deconstruction of the sex/gender relationship
so that gender is no longer seen as either an imaginary construct or as unprob-
lematically proceeding from biologically determined sex. She contends that
‘gender is not a property of bodies or something originally existent in human
beings’; rather it is a ‘product and process of a number of social technologies’
that create a matrix of differences that cross any number of languages as well
as cultures.9 Significantly, de Lauretis draws the feminist line at this point,
arguing that ‘gender marks the limit of deconstruction’.10 She finds Derrida
guilty of ‘displacing the question of gender onto an ahistorical, purely textual
figure of femininity’.11

However, feminism’s alliance with deconstruction need not be abandoned
here. Butler sees no reason why sex, as natural fact, must precede cultural
inscriptions of gender. It would be more precise to say that sex is the product
of gender, that cultural notions of gender create the very notion that there is
an originary biological sex. As Butler puts it:

It’s not that there is some kind of sex that exists in hazy biological form that is
somehow expressed in the gait, the posture, the gesture; and that some sexuality then
expresses both that apparent gender or that more or less magical sex. If gender is
drag, and if it is an imitation that regularly produces the ideal it attempts to
approximate, then gender is a performance that produces the illusion of an inner sex
or essence or psychic gender core . . . In effect, one way that genders get naturalized is
through being constructed as an inner psychic or physical necessity.12

The relationship between sex and gender is a continuously self-deconstruct-
ing one: it produces structures that are called natural only because we have
forgotten they are structures.

The problem that remains, however, is how it is possible to acknowledge the
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self-deconstructive nature of the sex/gender relation, while at the same time
functioning within the established terms of sexual difference. As Drucilla
Cornell reminds us, ‘we can’t just drop out of gender or sex-roles and pick
them up again when we feel like it’.13 Cornell’s solution is that ‘we must take
off from within sexual difference and not simply pretend to be beyond it’.14

She contends that one of the important aspects of deconstruction is the move
it makes beyond binary or oppositional definitions of sexual differences. This
would consist, in Derrida’s terms, of recognising ‘the multiplicity of sexually
marked voices’, ‘of non-identified sexual marks whose choreography can
carry, divide, multiply the body of each “individual”’.15

Critics have argued that such a position is hopelessly utopian, but for
Cornell it is precisely the utopian quality that is of value for feminism. This is
not a utopianism of ideal models (model women, model feminism or model
deconstruction), but rather a ‘literal’ utopianism, a ‘no [non-existent] place’
(ou topos), that questions existing models of thought. Cornell describes
Derrida’s writing as ‘explicitly utopian in that it evokes an elsewhere to our
current system, in which sex is lived within the established “heterosexual”
matrix as a rigid gender identity’.16 This kind of utopian impulse, which is
characteristic of the work of deconstructionist feminism, is of such value,
according to Cornell, because it ‘demands the continual exploration and re-
exploration of the possible and yet also the unrepresentable’.17

Language, materiality and the body

The radicality of questioning the sex/gender divide leads on to a rethinking of
the opposition between language and materiality. Derrida begins this work by
attempting to denaturalise the rhetoric of the female body.18 Concentrating
on the hymen and the process of invagination as graphic entities, he argues
against assigning any natural or essential femininity to them. The hymen has
no proper meaning, belongs to no woman in particular; invagination and the
hymen exist outside the discourse of biology. As such, they may mark a space
of material difference, but there is no real space of difference to mark. For
Derrida, bodies are always discursive, always both inscribed and inscribing.

Luce Irigaray, while not always strictly a deconstructionist thinker, also
makes use of morphological language in her search for new linguistic avenues
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that can begin to speak about women’s unspeakable pleasure, pleasure that
exists but is not able to be articulated within the terms of patriarchal dis-
course. For Irigaray, woman is never a sex that is one – singular or divisible
into one. Her pleasures are always multiple, occurring in multiple places on
the body. She is not limited to a single pleasure in a single place on her body;
her pleasures are not even limited to individual bodies with clearly drawn divi-
sions: ‘the passage from the inside out, from the outside in, the passage
between us, is limitless. Without end. No knot or loop, no mouth ever stops
our exchanges.’19 Moving away from hypostatisations of the female body,
Irigaray’s use of the rhetoric of biological discourse reconfigures anatomy in
terms which refuse to situate the body as a substance or essence. Irigaray is
effectively ‘writing the body’, to use Hélène Cixous’s phrase, by writing
through and with the body rather than simply writing about the body.20

What becomes evident in both Derrida’s and Irigaray’s work is that lan-
guage and materiality always entail one another. Or as Butler puts it, ‘lan-
guage and materiality are never fully identical nor fully different’.21 Butler
takes the position that ‘every effort to refer to materiality takes place through
a signifying process which, in its phenomenality, is always already mater-
ial . . . Language both is and refers to that which is material, and what is
material never fully escapes from the process by which it is signified.’22 What
women are, therefore, is not simply a question of language (an abstraction) or
a question of matter (raw bodies); they are both at the same time. As a way of
addressing this condition, Butler believes that feminism should turn its atten-
tion to the sexual hierarchy implicit in theories of materiality – where tradi-
tionally women have been seen to be on the (inferior) side of matter, men on
the (superior) side of form and abstraction – and deconstruct the lan-
guage/materiality binary altogether.23

Negotiating the limits of identity politics

By undermining ontological readings of the category of women and provid-
ing serious challenges to descriptivist accounts of women’s identity, decon-
structionist feminism argues that women are a political not a metaphysical
category. In making this move, though, it also questions the terms through
which we understand the political. Since deconstruction has persistently
refused to accept the category of the subject as coherent, self-evident or
natural, a deconstructive account of politics does not ground itself in a
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subject free to make its own decisions. It moves instead to consider what it
would mean to do politics without a subject as such.24

However, it is this same deconstruction of the subject that has so often
incited ‘palpable feminist panic’, as Wendy Brown puts it.25 By challenging the
sovereignty of the subject, deconstruction also hits at the heart of much fem-
inist activism, with its recourse to identity politics. In its various forms, iden-
tity politics has, in the past, had as one of its primary goals that of obtaining
an equally valorised definition of subjectivity for women, and to promote this
end it has demanded that women join together politically on the basis of what
they have in common.

Deconstruction calls attention to the problem that identity conventionally
functions as a normative ideal, and when politics takes identity as its founda-
tion it often not only ignores but also tries to erase differences among women.
Identity politics tends to fall apart when it tries to account for the fact that not
all women are facing the same set of political problems and that difference is
more than a series of identity categories: women of colour, lesbians, working-
class women and so on.

The alliance of feminism and deconstruction can negotiate the limitations
of identity politics and offer possibilities for doing politics differently. Which
is not to say that the political will simply be reformulated around difference
instead of identity. As Trinh Minh-ha explains, ‘difference does not annul
identity. It is beyond and alongside identity.’26 The infinite possibilities of the
category of ‘women’, in Trinh’s terms, emerge not only as a differences
between women but as differences within women, where difference itself
cannot be reduced to the same difference. As Trinh points out, ‘Difference not
as an irreducible quality but as a drifting apart within “woman” articulates
upon the infinity of “woman” as entities of inseparable “I’s” and “Not-I’s.”’27

The hope, then, would be to affirm political solidarity without losing sight of
the difference within and alongside it. As a way to accomplish this, feminism
and deconstruction together position the political as the realm of continual
negotiation, of ongoing judgement, of indeterminacy.
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Groundless solidarity and the search for justice

This understanding of the political as the indeterminate is not about refusing
to make decisions: it is about making judgements and taking actions without
the assurance of a self-present subject. So when, for instance, Barbara
Johnson argues that ‘there is politics precisely because there is undecidabil-
ity’, she is not trying to escape action or avoid making judgements. Johnson
instead uses this point to explain why, for instance, political action on the
abortion question is possible precisely because of the recognition of the place
of the undecidable. Her literary readings reveal that ‘the question of “when
life begins” is complicated partly because of the way in which language blurs
the boundary between life and death’.28 The instability of the legal definition
of ‘a person’ that partially proceeds from this blurring creates a further onto-
logical indeterminacy that drives abortion debates.

Deconstruction would not suggest that a feminist politics could or should
pronounce on these matters once and for all, thus removing any question of
undecidability from abortion politics. Rather, the political alliance between
feminism and deconstruction would be more on the side of the pro-choice
movement that relies on a solidarity based on difference, on the possibility of
a respect for differences when it comes to a woman’s right to choose whether
or not she wants an abortion. The pro-choice movement works because of the
recognition of difference within the movement itself; it acknowledges that
universal laws are not needed to decide whether or not a woman should have
an abortion. No two women are in the same position, and their differences
make an ethical difference.

To speak in these terms is to define the political not as a discourse of social
truth (a practice that aims to establish the truth about society in society) but
as a discourse of social justice (a realm of opinion and judgement). The intro-
duction of the ethical here is a way of problematising social responsibility and
thinking the question of community without appeal to the truth of identity.
For feminism and deconstruction, the ethical marks a necessary margin of
undecidability in the question of political organisation. No social form will
put an end to the problem of justice. So while deconstructionist feminism may
articulate a politics that seeks social justice, it will neither be able nor want to
define what counts as a just society, once and for all.

While this may sound to some like a pessimistic proposal on behalf of fem-
inism and deconstruction, it is instead a hopeful acknowledgment that the
search for the rule that may do justice to the case – justice to the case of
women – is necessarily endless. The politics of deconstructionist feminism
does not give rise to consensus, does not seek a political common ground.
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Rather, there is an endless deferral of consensus, a proliferation of differ-
ences, a lack of grounds.

This possibility of a community which is not grounded in the truth of a pre-
social identity could be called ‘groundless solidarity’: solidarity forms the
basis, although not the foundation, for political action and ethical respon-
sibility. More precisely, groundless solidarity is a stability but not an absolute
one. As Derrida explains, ‘to account for a certain stability (by essence always
provisional and finite) is precisely not to speak of eternity or of absolute solid-
ity; it is to take into account a historicity, a nonnaturalness, of ethics, of poli-
tics, of institutionality, etc. . . . A stability is not an immutability; it is by
definition always destabilizable’.29 Groundless solidarity could thus be under-
stood as a political coalition brought together on the basis of shared ethical
commitments at a certain time. It would make no claim to inclusiveness or
immutability; it would not suggest that it was in any way natural, arising out
of any sense of the true nature of women. Instead, the community of ground-
less solidarity is open to being destabilised by the difference both within and
outside the community, a difference that works even to destabilise any clear
separation between individual and community, between self and other.
Individuals are not autonomous and only responsible for their own actions;
they are caught up in a network of obligations to others, to otherness, that
cannot be calculated.

The ethics that results from the groundless solidarity suggested by the alli-
ance between feminism and deconstruction is not derived from first princi-
ples, nor does it seek justice as a matter of calculation. There is no
meta-language that can negotiate difference. Instead, deconstructionist femi-
nism proposes that ethical judgements are themselves open to judgement: we
can never be certain that we have judged justly or committed the right politi-
cal act – done justice to women or done justice on women’s behalf. As Cornell
points out, ‘we cannot be excused from our role in history because we could
not know so as to be reassured that we were “right” in advance’.30 Faced with
uncertainty and contingency, yet required to act politically and pass ethical
judgements, feminism and deconstruction form a groundless solidarity in
their endless search for justice.

Feminism and deconstruction 215

29 Jacques Derrida, ‘Afterword: Toward an Ethic of Discussion’, Limited Inc (Evanston, Ill.:
Northwestern University Press, 1988), p. 151.

30 Drucilla Cornell, The Philosophy of the Limit (New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 169.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



19

African American literary history 
and criticism

Simon Lee-Price

I do not care a damn for any art that is not used for propa-
ganda.

W. E. B. Du Bois1

I have wanted always to develop a way of writing that was
irrevocably black.

Toni Morrison2

A history of African American literature has to include some discussion of
those deceptively transparent terms ‘literature’ and ‘African American’ and
the issues raised by their juxtaposition. In recent years poststructuralist and
postmodern critical practices have dismantled literary canons and called into
question the very notion of literature, yet few literary anthologies are as
daring in their selection of texts as The Norton Anthology of African
American Literature, published in 1997. The inclusion of folk tales, work
songs, spirituals and sermons, as well as a speech and prison letter by Martin
Luther King, Jr., an extract from The Autobiography of Malcolm X and lyrics
by the rap band Public Enemy, suggests something of the challenge that
African American cultural production presents to a conventional understand-
ing of literature. The anthology, which comes complete with CD, dissolves the
distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture and demands a theory of litera-
ture which can take account of oral traditions, musical forms and the spoken
voice, as well as the often explicitly political content and context of black cul-
tural production. Such a theory of literature, which reconsiders the primacy
of the written text and the relation of art to politics and propaganda, would
also need to include a recognition of the enforced illiteracy of African
Americans during slavery and the role that the concept of writing and litera-
ture played in ideologies of white supremacy.
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The hybrid term ‘African American’, which is used, paradoxically, to figure
the identity of a body of writing, raises a number of complex issues that will
also be addressed in this chapter. What, for instance, does it imply about the
relationship of black writing in America to the cultural texts, practices and
traditions of African and other black diaspora populations? Just as impor-
tantly, what is the place of African American writing in ‘mainstream’
American literature? Should the African American literary tradition be
viewed as supplementary to the national canon of mostly white authors, or
can it be read as challenging the whole rationale behind the selection of the lit-
erary works which help define American identity?

In order to explore these questions it is useful to conceptualise the African
American literary tradition as an implicit criticism of existing literary prac-
tices: as talking back and talking black, that is, conducting an ongoing strug-
gle for liberation and self-definition in racist America. However, recognising
that African American literature is at some level always a response to racism
and that the experience of racism is arguably its dominant theme is not to
reduce this diverse body of writing to the status of ‘social science fiction’, as
one critic has described it.3 To view African American writing in ‘extraliter-
ary terms’ is, as Robert Stepto shows, a manifestation of racism within liter-
ary criticism itself.4

A literary history inevitably reveals the agenda of the critic in its structur-
ing metaphors and the authors and texts it chooses to consider. For African
American literature, the issues of critical perspective and selection of texts are
especially sensitive as works by black authors have often been inadequately
treated by dominant interpretative paradigms or excluded from literary
history altogether. This chapter is presented as a critical reflection on the
process of writing an African American literary history and thus seeks to
demonstrate the self-conscious engagement of this literature with dominant
interpretative values, conventions and paradigms. It introduces a number of
key literary and critical texts, against the changing background of racism in
America, and highlights issues and themes that have preoccupied authors and
critics in their attempts to create and define the nature of a writing that talks
back and talks black.

Slave narratives

In 1773 Phillis Wheatley, an eighteen-year-old slave living in Boston, became
the first African (and second woman) to publish a book in English in America.
So astonishing was the debut of the black voice in literature that Wheatley’s
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Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral was prefaced by a two-para-
graph ‘Attestation’ signed by a committee of Boston’s most prominent citi-
zens, ‘assur[ing] the World, that the poems specified in the following Page’
were indeed the original work of ‘a young Negro Girl’.5 The world certainly
needed assurance on this matter, since the mastery of the formal written lan-
guage that Wheatley demonstrated contradicted received wisdom which held
blacks to be incapable of intellectual accomplishment. Some of the most
influential Enlightenment philosophers including David Hume, Immanuel
Kant and G. W. F. Hegel represented Africans as a race incapable of develop-
ing a culture or contributing to civilisation and made disparaging remarks
about the capacity of Africans for intellectual development. Echoing these
views in the New World, Thomas Jefferson argued, on the basis of his obser-
vation of slaves, that ‘in memory they [blacks] are equal to the whites; in
reason much inferior . . . never yet could I find that a black had uttered a
thought above the level of plain narration’.6

The act of writing demonstrated the existence of reason, a quality unique
to ‘man’, the autonomous subject of progress. Africans, held to have little or
no capacity for rational thought, were regarded as scarcely human at all and
their status as slaves explained as the natural and inevitable result of this
failing. Wheatley’s literary debut mounted a serious challenge to the ideology
of essential racial types which legitimised slavery. To write as a ‘Negro’ in the
slave society of colonial America was a profoundly subversive and political
act, and Poems is a founding text in a literary tradition which originated with
the unique task of proving the humanity of an entire race. Shortly after the
publication of Poems, Wheatley achieved her manumission and has the dis-
tinction of being, perhaps, the first African to write herself into the ‘human’
community. In the course of the next century the relationship between literacy
and liberty would emerge as a dominant theme in writing by African
Americans.

From the late colonial period until the outbreak of civil war in 1861, pub-
lished writing by African Americans generally took the form of autobio-
graphical narratives and frequently contributed to the propaganda of the
abolitionist movement. These slave narratives, as they came to be called,
ranged in length from brief statements in newspapers and political tracts, to
full-length books which were often serialised in periodicals. Although not the
first to be published, Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789) is considered to be
the precedent-setting slave narrative and exhibits the key features of the genre
which are developed by later writers such as Frederick Douglass and Harriet
A. Jacobs. Equiano’s narrative offers an eye-witness account of the sufferings
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endured by slaves on plantations, condemns America’s ‘peculiar institution’
in moral and religious terms, and recounts the narrator’s road to literacy and
freedom. According to Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Charles T. Davis the ‘slave
narrative arose as a response to and refutation of claims that blacks could not
write’,7 and by relating his own struggle for both liberty and literacy, Equiano
makes explicit the politics inherent in the very act of writing as a person of
African descent. The concern with literacy is even more apparent in the
genre’s most famous text, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an
American Slave, Written by Himself (1845). As with other slave narratives, the
bold declaration of authorship ‘written by himself’ (or less often ‘herself’)
testifies to the performativity of the text, for in addition to charting Douglass’
journey from bondage to freedom, from slave to human being, the linguistic
mastery which the published text demonstrates contributes itself to that
transformation of status. In proclaiming their mastery of the written lan-
guage, black authors were also registering their defiance of laws which, not-
withstanding the ‘natural inferiority’ of Africans, were deemed necessary to
keep slaves in a state of illiteracy. Following slave uprisings in South Carolina
in 1739, for instance, legislation was introduced to prevent slaves from reading
and writing or serving in any capacity which utilised these skills.8

Slave narratives were hugely popular both in America and Europe and
Douglass’ Narrative sold in excess of thirty thousand copies within the first
five years of publication. However, although slave narratives are considered
the basis of the African American literary tradition, the genre’s own status as
literature was and remains disputed. Traditional definitions of literature and
even autobiography which emphasise the autonomy of the artist and the orig-
inality of the creative work have difficulty embracing a body of writing which
evolved as abolitionist propaganda and adheres to rigid conventions. Indeed,
since the primary purpose of the slave narrative was to offer a ‘true testimony’
to the horrors of slavery and win converts to the abolitionist movement, any
significant deviation from the established codes of representation would tend
to be counterproductive as it would raise doubts about the narrative’s authen-
ticity. On this basis James Olney suggests that slave narratives bear ‘much the
same relationship to autobiography in a full sense as painting by numbers
bears to painting as a creative act’.9 In contrast, however, a contemporary
reviewer of Douglass’ Narrative believed that slavery had ‘become the prolific
theme of much that is profound in argument, sublime in poetry, and thrilling
in narrative’.10 Recent scholarship on slave narratives seldom makes such aes-
thetic judgements but it is committed to demonstrating the often subtle and

252 Colonialism, post-coloniality, nation and race

7 Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (eds.), The Slave’s Narrative (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1985), p. xv. 8 Gates and McKay (eds.), The Norton Anthology, p. xxix.

9 James Olney, ‘I Was Born: Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as Literature’,
in Davis and Gates (eds.), The Slave’s Narrative, p. 150.

10 Cited in the ‘Preface’, in The Norton Anthology, p. xxvii.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



sophisticated formal relationships between these texts and also explores their
strategic deployment of the conventions of other literary genres, such as the
picaresque and the Gothic. Of particular interest to critics is Jacobs’ Incidents
in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) which, in its revision of a tradition dominated
by male writers, addresses the neglected issue of the sexual exploitation of
female slaves and draws on the conventions of sentimental fiction and the
domestic novel. Furthermore, slave narratives are considered to have had an
immeasurable influence on two of the most widely read novels of the nine-
teenth century, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1853) and Huckleberry Finn (1883).

Slave narratives continued to be produced after the formal abolition of
slavery. During the 1920s and 30s the Federal Writers’ Project collected the tes-
timonies of 2,500 former slaves and it is estimated that in total 6,000 slave nar-
ratives have been published. More significantly, perhaps, slave narratives
established a tradition of black autobiography which is developed in works
like Richard Wright’s Black Boy (1945), The Autobiography of Malcolm X
(1965) and Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987).

While slavery remained the dominant theme of African American writing
until the Civil War, authors did not restrict themselves to the form of the auto-
biography in their attacks on America’s ‘peculiar institution’. In 1853
Douglass published ‘The Heroic Slave’, which is generally regarded as the first
work of long fiction in African American literature. And two years later
William Wells Brown, already the author of a best-selling slave narrative, pub-
lished the first full-length African American novel, Clotel, or the President’s
Daughter: A Narrative of Slave Life in the United States. Brown was a prolific
writer and turned his hand to drama, poetry, essays and travel writing in the
course of his long career.

Double consciousness

The Civil War led to the abolition of slavery but despite the initial promise of
Reconstruction failed to achieve equality for African Americans and did little
to change their image in the public mind. The decades around the turn of the
century, which have been termed ‘the Nadir’, saw an increase in racial violence
and the notorious Supreme Court ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) that rel-
egated African Americans to the status of second-class citizens. In line with
almost every other American business and institution, publishers discrimi-
nated on the basis of race and, when accepted, African American authors
were severely restricted in the subjects and themes they were expected to treat.
Nevertheless, by the end of the nineteenth century a young black poet, Paul
Laurence Dunbar, had emerged as one of America’s most popular literary
figures. Dunbar wrote essays, fiction, ‘standard’ English verse and experi-
mented with a range of regional dialects but won recognition largely for his
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‘Negro’ dialect poetry. These dialect poems mark an important stage in the
development of a black literary aesthetic; however, Dunbar’s representation
of African American vernacular expression is deeply problematic. Some
critics argue that his dialect poetry catered to the demands of the publishing
industry and readers for stereotypical representations of the ‘darky’ and util-
ised the conventions and language of the plantation tradition associated with
white writers like Joel Chandler Harris (author of the popular Uncle Remus
stories) and Thomas Nelson Page. Yet whatever position they take on the
‘authenticity’ of his black voice, almost all critics agree on Dunbar’s impor-
tant place in an evolving African American literary practice and consider his
most famous poem ‘Why We Wear the Mask’ (1895) as deeply expressive of
the black experience.

Charles Waddell Chesnutt also used the African American vernacular in his
collection of short stories, The Conjure Woman (1899). These tales, narrated
in dialect by an ex-slave Uncle Julius McAdoo, plunge the reader into the
supernatural world of hoodoo (the African American equivalent of voodoo)
and challenge the sentimental view of slavery promoted by the novels of the
plantation tradition. At the risk of alienating publishers and readers,
Chesnutt tackled the racial problems of the era more directly in The Wife of
his Youth and Other Stories of the Color Line (1899) and his novel The House
Behind the Cedars (1900), works which speak out against the ‘color line’ that
excluded blacks from American social, cultural and economic life.

The richness of African American culture and the problem of the ‘color
line’ are the twin themes of W. E. B. Du Bois’ multigeneric work, The Souls of
Black Folk: Essays and Sketches (1903). In this work, Du Bois introduces the
seminal concept of ‘double-consciousness’ to define African American being-
in-the-world. Double consciousness, he explains, ‘is a peculiar sensation . . .
of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s
soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity’. As a
result, ‘[o]ne ever feels his two-ness, – an American, a Negro; two souls, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body,
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder’. Importantly,
Du Bois maintains that despite the contempt in which the ‘Negro’ is held by
the nation, ‘[h]e would not bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white
Americanism, for he knows that Negro blood has a message for the world. He
simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an
American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having
the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face.’11

The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (1912) by James Weldon
Johnson explores in fictional form the ambivalence which Du Bois suggests
structures the African American sense of self. In this novel, Johnson strategi-
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cally deploys a light-skinned African American as narrator (a talented
ragtime musician who dreams of becoming a composer of Negro folk music
in classical form) in order to emphasise the arbitrariness of the ‘color line’ and
the narrative charts his attempts to ‘identif[y] with a people that could with
impunity be treated worse than animals’. Electing finally to pass as white after
witnessing an horrific lynching, the narrator’s sense of inner division or
duality remains and is expressed in his guilt-ridden conviction that he has
‘sold [his] birthright for a mess of pottage’.12

In its exploration of racial identity and cultural heritage, and celebration of
African American cultural and expressive practices such as the ‘cakewalk’,
ragtime and spirituals, Johnson’s novel anticipates many of the concerns of
the ‘Negro’ or Harlem Renaissance which would bring African American lit-
erature to national prominence during the 1920s and early 30s. Indeed, as
editor and critic, Johnson played a leading role in preparing the way for this
literary flowering, and in the Preface to the Book of American Negro Poetry
(1922), the first collection of its type to be published in America, he stressed
the importance of literature in the struggle for racial equality. ‘No people that
has produced great literature and art’, he argued, ‘has ever been looked upon
by the world as distinctly inferior’, and he insisted that ‘a demonstration of
intellectual parity by the Negro through the production of literature and art’
would change social conditions in America. Demonstrating literary excel-
lence rather than proving a capacity for literacy was now the task, and
Johnson proposed that ‘Negro’ literature needed ‘to find a form that will
express the racial spirit by symbols from within rather than by symbols from
without . . . a form expressing the imagery, the idioms, the peculiar turns of
thought, and the distinctive humour and pathos, too, of the Negro’.13

Johnson’s conviction that African American literary excellence could, in
time, transform racial attitudes was shared by other black intellectuals and
political leaders, including Du Bois and Alain Locke, who edited The New
Negro (1925), the signal text of the Harlem Renaissance, which featured art,
poetry, fiction and essays, and celebrated black assertiveness and cultural
achievement. Locke encouraged African American writers to explore all sub-
jects and championed poets as different in their formal expression as the
orthodox Countee Cullen and the experimental Langston Hughes, and novel-
ists as contrasting in their representations of black life as Nella Larsen and
Claude McKay. Du Bois, on the other hand, outlined a more conservative
position in his ‘Criteria of Negro Art’ (1926). He argued that to fulfil its role
as ‘propaganda’ for the race African American writing was duty bound to
strive for ‘the creation of Beauty . . . the preservation of Beauty . . . the
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realization of Beauty’.14 Thus Du Bois objected strongly to Claude McKay’s
Home to Harlem (1928) on the grounds that it ‘set out to cater for that pruri-
ent demand on the part of white folk for a portrayal in Negroes of that utter
licentiousness which conventional civilization holds white folk back from
enjoying’.15

Du Bois, Johnson and Locke have been taken to task for overestimating the
role that the creation of high art and literature could play in winning equality
for the African American masses.16 Yet in developing an understanding of
African American literary practice as derived from black verbal culture,
expressive practices and folk traditions, their work pointed the way forward
for black literary criticism.

Perhaps no other text of the Harlem Renaissance had such an influence on
the development of a black literary aesthetic as Cane (1923), and its author,
Jean Toomer, was hailed as ‘a bright morning star of a new day of the race in
literature’ by the prominent black critic William Stanley Braithwaite.17 Cane
is a mixture of poetry, lyrical sketches and drama, and aims to represent the
folk culture and distinctive voice of the black south which Toomer felt were
doomed to extinction in modern America. The issue of formal experimental-
ism is often raised in critical discussions of Cane, and Toomer’s association
with American modernists like Waldo Frank and Sherwood Anderson, and
the influence of Ezra Pound and the imagists on his writing point to the need
to consider African American writing in relation to developments in
American and European literature. It is important however, as Stepto warns,
not simply to fit African American writers into existing critical paradigms like
modernism but to challenge their universalist assumptions through close
analysis of black texts.18

The poetry of Langston Hughes is central to any discussion of a black
modernist aesthetic. In breaking with traditional poetic forms, Hughes tried
to imitate the rhythms and sounds of jazz and the Blues. For Hughes jazz rep-
resented an expressive practice which defined the black experience in
America, combining musical traditions of Africa and innovations in the New
World and also linking the folk culture of the rural south to black experience
in the city. In an essay ‘The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain’ (1926),
Hughes described jazz as ‘one of the inherent expressions of Negro life in
America; the eternal tom-tom beating in the Negro soul’, and urged African
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American artists to follow the examples of the Blues singer Bessy Smith and
the sculptor Aaron Douglass and ‘express [their] dark-skinned selves without
fear or shame’.19 At the same time Hughes himself and other writers asso-
ciated with the Renaissance were keenly aware of the deep ambivalence
towards cultural heritage and black identity which results from ‘double con-
sciousness’. Countee Cullen’s poem ‘Heritage’ (1925) asks in its first line
‘What is Africa to me’; and Nella Larsen’s two short novels, Quicksand (1928)
and Passing (1929), tackle the vexed issues of ‘miscegenation’, ‘passing for
white’ and divided racial heritage.

Larsen’s novels are also of interest to critics because they focus on African
American women and offer a sophisticated treatment of black female sexual-
ity. They are often read as presenting a powerful critique of the patriarchal
bias of the Renaissance. Published too late to be included in many discussions
of the Harlem Renaissance, Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching
God (1937) also makes gender politics central to the representation of black
experience in America as it charts the coming to voice of its female protago-
nist. In this ‘speakerly’ text which asserts the creative potential of oral tradi-
tions, Hurston, a trained anthropologist and folklorist, uses her familiarity
with a range of black vernacular expressive forms such as sermons, spirituals
and folk tales to develop a style of writing to which Alice Walker and Toni
Morrison, amongst others, acknowledge a debt.

Social protest and the Black Aesthetic

The author and political commentator, Richard Wright, who emerged in the
aftermath of the Great Depression and against a background of increasing
class conflict in America and Europe, is often taken to be a transitional figure
in histories of African American literature. According to one critic, his work
lays the foundations of a new ‘school’ of black writing which registers a pow-
erful ‘protest’ against racism through a portrayal of ‘tough urban scenarios,
the dehumanizing cycle of oppression, entrapment, and a view of individual
fate as determined overwhelmingly by skin color and poverty’.20 As early as
1937, in an essay ‘Blueprint for Negro Writing’, Wright signalled his rejection
of ‘the so-called Harlem school of expression’ by asking a critical question
about the role of black literature: ‘Shall Negro writing be for the Negro
masses, molding the lives and consciousness of those masses toward new
goals, or shall it continue begging the question of the Negroes’ humanity?’
Wright’s answer is a literary aesthetic which is informed by a Marxist analysis
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of society and committed to radical social change. He urges black writers to
transcend sectional interests and adopt a perspective in their writing which
connects the experiences of African Americans with the international prole-
tariat and the ‘hopes and struggles of minority peoples everywhere’.21 His
most famous work, Native Son (1940), is, consequently, uncompromising in
its portrayal of the devastating psychological and social consequences of
poverty and racism and designed to rouse the reader to the necessity for
radical social change in America.

Just as Wright defined himself in opposition to an earlier generation of
writers associated with the Harlem Renaissance, a number of authors, ini-
tially close to Wright, began to challenge the black literary realism or natural-
ism he came to represent. Ralph Ellison, who, like Wright, had been
associated with the communist party, initially praised Native Son, but
departed radically from his former mentor’s literary aesthetics in Invisible
Man (1952), a self-consciously modernist novel which flaunts its textuality, its
status as written artefact and defamiliarises the black literary subject. James
Baldwin, too, rejected the aesthetics of protest developed by Wright and
pointed to an uncanny resemblance between Native Son and Uncle Tom’s
Cabin in their portrayal of their central black protagonist. Protest fiction,
Baldwin argued in a characteristically passionate and rhetorical essay,
mistook sociology for literature and indulged a ‘passion for categorization’
which denied the humanity of African Americans.22

Although he published several novels, Baldwin is most widely known for his
collections of essays, in particular Notes of a Native Son (1955) and The Fire
Next Time (1963), carefully crafted works which demonstrate his deep com-
mitment to the struggle for civil rights. By the 1960s, however, the integration-
ist philosophy underlying the Civil Rights movement and Wright’s literary
aesthetic was facing mounting criticism. Out of anger at the failure of Federal
legislation to improve the conditions of African Americans and in response to
uprisings in many of America’s major cities, the separatist Black Power move-
ment emerged. The militant political activism associated with this broad-
based movement provides an important context for understanding
developments in African American writing and the challenges it presents to
conventional definitions of literature. During the 1960s first-person represen-
tations by African American activists and political leaders, published in the
form of diaries, letters, prison writings and autobiographies, such as The
Autobiography of Malcolm X and Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul On Ice (1968),
were among the most widely read and influential black-authored texts. At no
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time since the Abolition era did so many African Americans turn to autobio-
graphical writing as a means of self-definition and political intervention, and
this writing was defiant, shocking and explicitly propagandist. However,
unlike slave narratives, black self-representation in the 1960s did not strive to
appeal to whites or simply demand social equality for blacks; rather it was
addressed primarily to other blacks and emphasised black pride and distinc-
tiveness – objectives facilitated by the growing number of black-owned
presses and black-owned or edited journals.

Another major influence on African American writing was the Black Arts
movement which began in the mid-sixties and was closely allied to Black
Power. The writer/activists associated with the movement such as LeRoi Jones
(Amiri Baraka) and Larry Neal tended to employ and develop the literary
forms of performance poetry and drama, which could convey the distinctive
character of the black vernacular and allowed for a dynamic interaction
between artist and audience. The Black Arts movement also included spoken-
word artists and musicians like Gil Scott Heron whose influence is apparent in
the work of rap artists today.

Those associated with the Black Arts movement also reflected upon the role
and unique characteristics of black writing. While agreeing with Wright that
black literature had an essentially political function in fighting racist oppres-
sion, they objected to protest fiction, claiming, as Wright had once claimed
about the work of earlier black writers, that it relied on an appeal to the good
conscience of whites and, therefore, was not empowering. Black Arts critics
demanded a literature that spoke directly to African Americans in their own
language. A black literature worthy of the name, then, would have its own dis-
tinctive forms, conventions and linguistic usage drawn from the black vernac-
ular and would not be amenable to interpretations by the white critical
establishment. Critics argued that a separate ‘Black Aesthetic’ was necessary
for comprehending or appreciating black literature. Linking the practice of
black writing to political struggle, Neal proposed:

Black Art is the aesthetic and spiritual sister of the Black Power concept. As such, it
envisions an art that speaks directly to the needs and aspirations of Black America.
In order to perform this task, the Black Arts Movement proposes a radical reordering
of the western cultural aesthetic. It proposes a separate symbolism, mythology,
critique, and iconology.23

The Black Arts movement has been criticised for essentialising blackness and
presenting a masculinist view of black America. Nevertheless it is acknowl-
edged for drawing attention to the unspoken ‘white aesthetic’ of mainstream
critical practice which marginalised black writing and excluded all but a few
black authors from literary anthologies or serious critical treatment. Its inno-
vative creative work, as well as its defiant stance towards the literary and
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critical establishment and commitment to demonstrating the richness and
complexity of black writing, helped to win for African American authors the
national and international reputations they have today.

Gender and theory

Arguably the most radical revision of the African American literary tradition
was started by black feminists in the early 1970s and is still being carried on
today. Responding initially to Anglo-American feminists, whose work gener-
ally ignored black women, and also to the masculinism of the Black Arts
movement, black feminists sought to articulate the relationship between gen-
dered and racial oppression and assert a positive and empowering identity for
black women. At its simplest level black literary feminism is interested in the
history and experiences of African American women and examines their rep-
resentations in literary and critical texts. Consequently much valuable schol-
arship has gone and continues to go into recovering the neglected or
marginalised works of black women writers and developing reading strategies
for ‘women-centred’ narratives which the male-dominated black critical
establishment has traditionally disregarded, trivialised and even condemned.
The work of black feminist bibliographers, for instance, has drawn attention
to forgotten narratives by female slaves and nineteenth-century women poets;
and Alice Walker, though better known as a novelist, played a leading role in
recovering Hurston, who was (in)famously dismissed by Wright and largely
ignored for over thirty years. Along with Walker, the author Toni Morrison is
closely associated with this project of recovering black women’s history and
experience. With a few exceptions the works of these two pre-eminent
authors focus on female characters and place a female consciousness at the
centre of the narrative. Walker’s introduction of a female perspective on black
history and experience has proved the more controversial, and The Color
Purple (1982), which portrays sexual exploitation and domestic violence in
the black family, has been the subject of heated exchanges between black
critics.

Black literary feminism is far from monolithic. Critics like Hortense
Spillers utilise interpretative techniques from deconstruction, psychoanalysis
and other theoretical discourses in their work while others place considerable
emphasis on personal experience and testimony. Black feminists are tireless
in their criticism of masculinist assumptions embedded in the black literary
tradition and dedicated to establishing a connection with black women
writers of the past; however, their ultimate objective is not to construct a sep-
arate black female literary tradition but to outline a more representative
African American literary history. As Mary Helen Washington points out:
‘[t]he making of a literary history in which black women are fully repre-
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sented is a search for a full vision, to create a circle where now we have but a
segment’.24

During the 1970s those working in African American literary studies made
increasing use of formalist and structuralist methods of reading with the twin
objectives of critiquing the essentialism of the Black Arts movement and
‘yielding a “literary” understanding’ of black literature.25 For Gates, the black
critic can gain by drawing on theories of interpretation that ‘defamiliarize the
black text’, and he suggests his own turn to theory was motivated by a desire
to ‘see the text as a structure of literature and not as a one-to-one reflection of
(my) life’.26 The assertion by critics of the ‘literariness’ of African American
writing should also be seen as a strategic response to a long tradition of
reading black texts reductively as sociological, biographical or historical doc-
uments. While embracing theory, however, black critics are careful in their
readings not to disregard the social text of race. The work of pioneering black
theorist Houston A. Baker, Jr. is exemplary in this respect. Baker has
advanced a number of compelling theories of African American literary pro-
duction which consider the formal properties of texts (both ‘literary’ and
‘non-literary’) as well as black history and experience in America. Baker’s
work is clearly influenced by the insights and demands of Black Aesthetic crit-
icism, and his attentive readings of novels, poems, autobiographies and essays
are guided by tropes which derive from the black vernacular and black expres-
sive practices such as the Blues.27

In their re-interpretations of the black literary tradition, Baker, Gates and
other critics show the influence of poststructuralism on their thinking and
privilege the formal relationships between texts (intertextuality) over any
external social, historical or biographical referent. Pointing out that ‘black
writers read and critique other black texts as an act of rhetorical self-defini-
tion’, Gates goes on to insist that ‘[o]ur literary tradition exists because of
these precisely chartable formal literary relationships’. This observation is
central to Gates’ influential critical concept, ‘signifyin(g)’, a term drawn from
the black vernacular which he uses to denote the formal repetitions and revi-
sions that are apparent in the works of succeeding generations of black
writers. Thus for Gates, Ellison’s self-reflexive modernist novel ‘signifies’ on
the naturalism of Wright:

The play of language, the signifying, starts with the titles. Native Son and Black Boy
– both titles connoting race, self, and presence – Ellison tropes with Invisible Man,
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invisibility an ironic response of absence to the would-be presence of ‘blacks’ and
‘natives’, while ‘man’ suggests a more mature, stronger status than either ‘sons’ [sic]
or ‘boy.’28

Baker’s commitment to a formal as opposed to a historical or sociological
understanding of black literary production is demonstrated in his important
revaluation of the Harlem Renaissance. Breaking with a negative critical trend
which judged the Renaissance’s literary output to be ‘a single, exotic set of
“failed” high jinks confined to less than a decade’, Baker locates the move-
ment’s cultural production within a broader black discourse of ‘renaissancism’,
a ‘resonantly and continuously productive set of tactics, strategies, and syl-
lables that takes form at the turn of the century and extends to our own day’.29

However, the turn to theory by black literary scholars has not been without its
critics, and Gates himself warns against ‘the mistake of confusing the enabling
mask of theory with our own black faces’.30 Barbara Christian recognises other
dangers and has spoken out against ‘the race for theory’, arguing that it is a wor-
rying symptom of the professionalisation of black literary studies, continues
western cultural hegemony by other means, and diverts critics from reading and
engaging with new literary works by black and third-world writers.31

Crossing the ‘color line’ and the black Atlantic

The task of demonstrating that African Americans have produced a rich and
complex literature that is rooted in their own specific cultural and expressive
traditions has been complemented in recent years by a critical project which
interrogates the self-identity of black and mainstream (white) literary tradi-
tions in America. Arguing against the prevailing ideology of cultural plural-
ism which places African American literature (along with other ethnic
literatures) in a supplementary relationship to mainstream literature,
Morrison calls instead for a radical ‘re-interpretation of the American
canon’. Her challenge to critics is to examine canonical works for the
‘“unspeakable things unspoken”; for the ways in which the presence of
African Americans has shaped the choices, the language, the structure – the
meaning of so much American literature’.32 Many critics who have taken up
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Morrison’s challenge also point out that, since African American writers
from Wheatley onwards have read, critiqued and been formally influenced by
white authors, it is wrong to suggest or imply that intertextuality adheres to
the binary configuration of the ‘color line’.33 Informed by these observations,
an often controversial body of scholarship has emerged in which the works of
black and white authors are taken to constitute a hybrid national literature
that is the product of a ‘complex dialectic between “white” and “black” cul-
tures’. The work of critics adopting this approach frequently explores such
narrative themes as ‘passing’, minstrelsy and doubling (as in Eric J.
Sundquist’s comparative reassessment of Mark Twain and Chesnutt), exam-
ines the interplay of racial voices in the text and problematises the relation-
ship between author and cultural tradition. Sundquist suggests, for instance,
that ‘[Herman] Melville is a writer whose contribution to African American
culture is worth careful attention.’ He argues that ‘[t]his point is worth
making because it defines my sense that as readers, teachers, or critics, we
make a serious error if we imagine that race alone determines an author’s
capacity to cross cultural boundaries with something approaching under-
standing of the other race’s imaginative matrix or its necessarily different
legacy and perspective’.34 The ‘color line’ which divides the social body of
America is figured, in paradoxical fashion, as the productive basis of its
national literature. According to Henry B. Wonham:

Significant expression occurs along the color line because it is there that American
identity is most at issue, there that the racial ‘Other’, whether black or white, is most
insistent and hardest to conceal. The task of criticism . . . is to document the
‘embarrassing’ presence of this ‘Other’ in cultural places where one least expects to
find it, to historicize, rather than to deny the cultural exchanges that produce
American identity.

Wonham himself recognises the potential dangers of this critical project
which ‘celebrate[s] transgressions of the color line’ and might work to ‘cancel
or neutralize black difference, thereby confirming the dominant culture’s right
to define black identity according to its own ideological purposes’. However,
he is firm in his insistence that it is not the objective of the project to ‘erase the
color line but historicise a mutually constitutive relationship between African
and European cultures in America’.35

Whether critics emphasise the ethnic distinctiveness of the African
American literary tradition or expose within it the black/white dialectic which
produces American identity, there tends to be a common underlying assump-
tion that black literature can be interpreted within the confining national
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borders of America. In The Black Atlantic Paul Gilroy takes issue with this
approach and the ‘volkish popular cultural nationalism’ apparent in the work
of a number of African American scholars.36 Examining slave narratives and
the writings of Du Bois, Wright and Morrison alongside black musical forms,
Gilroy charts instead a network of diasporic affiliations and exchanges which
traverse the Atlantic between Africa, the Caribbean, America and Europe.
Black cultural production, he argues, is essentially transnational, and he
opposes the subversive image of the moving ship to the static modern nation
state with its fixed boundaries. His readings draw attention to the themes of
travel, exile, displacement and migration in the life and works of African
American writers and political leaders. The contours of Gilroy’s black
Atlantic are discernible in a number of African American literary texts such
as the novels Banjo (1929) and Banana Bottom (1933) by McKay, who was
Jamaican by birth. More recently the Antiguan-born novelist and short story
writer, Jamaica Kincaid, has made migration, the complex histories and cul-
tures of the Caribbean and the experiences of Afro-Caribbeans in America
the subject of her work.

In view of the ongoing dialogue amongst black scholars on issues of
gender, textuality and the relation of black writing in American to the
national canon and the black diaspora, any African American literary history
is necessarily provisional. However, a tentative conclusion can be offered.
While the notion of propaganda is limiting, it does begin to suggest the dis-
tinctiveness of a literary tradition which arose in response to slavery and racist
stereotyping and has consistently spoken out against the many forms of racist
oppression in America and elsewhere. It is not just the content of black
writing which is political however; in order to talk back, black authors have
deployed a variety of ‘literary’ forms and turned to oral and musical tradi-
tions. The dynamic interplay of political engagement and aesthetic experi-
mentation – Du Bois’ commitment to art as propaganda and Morrison’s
attempt to develop ‘a way of writing that [is] irrevocably black’ – is a constit-
utive feature of the African-American literary tradition.
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20

Anthropological criticism
Brian Coates

Anthropological criticism refers, broadly speaking, to a form of criticism that
situates the making, dissemination and reception of literature within the con-
ventions and cultural practices of human societies. Such an undertaking has
become increasingly suspect in the twentieth century as critiques of the idea of
the centred subject and of a stable field of knowledge have been voiced. One
critic has referred to its ‘history of complicity variously with racism and
slavery . . . its readiness to facilitate colonial governance’.1 Another has
asserted: ‘Every focus excludes: there is no politically innocent methodology
for inter-cultural interpretation.’2 These questions have occupied prominent
thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Edward Said and
Jacques Derrida. Anthropology is seen as upholding a privileged position
whereby the dominant codes of western culture, including patriarchy and
imperialism, survey, classify and govern the cultures of the east, the third
world, of people of colour, women and those of different sexual preferences.
As such, the discipline appears to perpetuate the same/other binary that is a
part of the logocentric tradition of western culture. These matters will be dis-
cussed in the course of this essay. To begin with, I will present a brief summary
of the relation of anthropology to literary criticism during this century.

Anthropological criticism came into sharp prominence during the early
years of the twentieth century. The Cambridge school of classical anthropol-
ogy took up the work of Sir James Frazer and applied the methods of his
magnum opus, The Golden Bough, to the study of Greek drama. The conclu-
sions of this loosely knit group of scholars and writers, sometimes known as
the ‘ritualists’ (Jane Harrison, F. M. Cornford, A. B. Cook and Gilbert
Murray), were that a pre-history of myth and ritual is present in Greek drama.
Classical drama was thus read as a displaced narrative of much older, pagan
ceremonial forms.

The influence of this school was reinforced by the modernist interest in
mythic structures. Both James Joyce and T. S. Eliot incorporate mythic
material into their work to show how, as Eliot wrote in his review of Ulysses,
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modern literature ‘manipulat[es] a continuous parallel between contempo-
raneity and antiquity’.3 Other routes led through tribal and exotic cultural
forms: Picasso’s appropriation of African masks and Pound’s attempt to re-
invigorate the European poetic tradition through the use of Chinese hiero-
glyphics are examples of this search for ‘authenticity’ in the modernist
aesthetic. Eliot explicitly acknowledges The Golden Bough and Jessie
Weston’s From Ritual to Romance as sources for The Waste Land; and his use
of The Tempest as a ritual of rebirth strongly echoes Colin Still’s The
Timeless Theme, a Frazer-inspired study of the play. W. B. Yeats and D. H.
Lawrence similarly rely upon a variety of western and eastern mythic narra-
tives which they use as scaffolding for their historical and psychological inter-
pretations of multiple consciousness and complexity in relationships, as well
as to provide a good deal of incidental symbolism. Such issues took on a par-
ticular intensity in the conflict-ridden years of the first world war, the Russian
Revolution and the Easter Rising in Ireland. Peter Nicholls, discussing Eliot’s
essay on Joyce, advances a series of reasons for the modernist preoccupation
with myth: ‘First, modernity is anarchic and lacking in any sense of direction;
secondly, something which is not “history” and which is alien to modernity
may be invoked as an external principle of order; and thirdly, in his discovery
of this “mythical method”, Joyce has killed off the novel once and for all.’4

The stark formulae of myth offered a short-cut to that classical heritage that,
for many modernist artists, represented a golden age of organic artistic prac-
tice.

A point of interest in this return to primitive source material lies in the
apparent contradiction between its anthropological stance and ‘practical crit-
icism’, the critical orthodoxy of the day, which stressed the need to attend to
‘the words on the page’. Historical analysis and the study of questions which
might seem to lie at the margins of the text were, however, more frequently
practised in the close reading techniques developed at Cambridge than is
often recognised. Even though Scrutiny, the house journal of ‘Cambridge
English’, had a generally conservative agenda, the moral seriousness of F. R.
Leavis, I. A. Richards and William Empson introduced challenging discus-
sions on the social framework of the arts. Study of developmental psychology
was also a prominent feature of Richards’ scholarship. The quasi-scientific
dictates of the Cambridge ritualists gave their work an appealing appearance
of system, then badly needed by the new English Tripos; this is how ‘myth’
became an accepted element in the new literary schematic.

Though modernism is generally presented as a new departure, a response
to the changing social, political and economic conditions of the nineteenth
and early twentieth century, the anthropological motif links it to much earlier
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articulations of the creative and critical mind. The modernist tenet that liter-
ary criticism is a specialised, professional activity was more often preached
than practised.

In the early eighteenth century, the discipline of ‘criticism’, then an aca-
demic newcomer, was formed from eclectic sources. Alexander Pope’s injunc-
tion that one should know a writer’s

. . . Fable, Subject, scope in ev’ry page;
Religion, Country, genius of his Age . . .5

was a commonplace of literary criticism at the time. As René Wellek, in his
pioneering work on this subject, points out: ‘Nothing is more frequent in the
eighteenth century than insistence on studying the environment of the poet,
on entering sympathetically into his mind and conditions.’6

Wellek quotes Johnson, Lowth, Warton, Gibbon and Temple on this theme
and notes that Robert Wood ‘actually travelled in the land of Homer . . . and
studied it with great care, in order to verify the correctness of every detail’.7

Whilst this search for an empirical basis for literary representation based on
such qualities as climate, landscape and culture may appear oddly misdirected
to the mainstream twentieth-century critic, there are several points of princi-
ple located within this approach that are once again being put to service in
modern philosophically based studies of literature. In Terry Eagleton’s treat-
ment of eighteenth-century critical thought, the ‘ethical humanism’ of early
critical studies is stressed as well as the breadth of the critical discourse of the
day. As he puts it: ‘the examination of literary texts is one relatively marginal
moment of a broader enterprise which explores attitudes to servants and the
rules of gallantry, the status of women and familial affections, the purity of
the English language, the character of conjugal love, the psychology of the
sentiments and the laws of the toilet.’8

The myth of progress that motivated these Enlightenment attitudes inform
such compilations as Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765) which
aimed to ‘show the gradations of our language, exhibit the progress of
popular opinions, display the peculiar manners and customs of former ages,
or throw light on our earlier classical poets’.9 By ordering the volume chrono-
logically, Percy seeks to produce a division between the authentic folk ballad
and the modern imitation. It is ironic, in retrospect, to note that two of the
most popular ‘authentic’ volumes of ‘ancient’ poetry at this time were those
of Thomas Chatterton and James MacPherson, famous modern frauds of
their day. Of particular relevance here is Jacques Derrida’s essay ‘Structure,
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Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences’ critiquing Lévi-
Strauss’ effort to privilege nature over culture. What Lévi-Strauss adjudges to
be a scandal (incest is the subject of cultural prohibition yet it has a ‘universal
character’) is read by Derrida as a necessary consequence of the establishment
of a binary system. For Derrida, the scandal exists only ‘within a system of
concepts which accredits the difference between nature and culture’.10

In the nineteenth century, several attempts were made to put literary criti-
cism on a firmer footing. One particular model of literary criticism which
takes the context of human cultural endeavour into account is that of
Hippolyte Taine (1828–93), whose taxonomy of literary production com-
bined ‘forces arising from racial inheritance . . . physical, social and political
environment . . . and the moment of time in which the literature or the histor-
ical figure emerged’.11

This formula appears to blend universal and specific conceptions of the lit-
erary work but in fact operates as a meta-discourse which assumes that contex-
tual classification will translate and tame the work in terms of a generalised set
of human norms and cultural conventions. The suppressed agenda here is that
of a master narrative able to produce an understanding of cultural practice yet
standing outside cultural production itself. This assumption has haunted liter-
ary criticism up to the present day. ‘Il n’y a pas de hors-texte’, a much-misun-
derstood coinage of Jacques Derrida in a commentary on Rousseau, is an
attempt to redress this assumption by pointing up the continuous entangle-
ment of concepts which seek to universalise human attributes, capabilities and
forms of expression with orders of discourse stemming from a particular
(privileged) world-view. 12 Derrida notes the special roles which Rousseau gives
to speech, lyric, melody and design as expressive of the spontaneous human
being. Yet as Rousseau pursues the discussion, he comes up against the proble-
matic insight that ‘melody has its principle in harmony’,13 that colour is essen-
tial to design, that writing informs the codes of speech.

In Britain, Matthew Arnold (1822–88) argued that culture is, at root, an
educational and moral force (1869):

There is a view in which all the love of our neighbour, the impulses towards action,
help, and beneficence, the desire for removing human error, clearing human confusion,
and diminishing human misery, the noble aspiration to leave the world better and
happier than when we found it, – motives eminently such as are called social, come in
as part of the grounds of culture, and the main and pre-eminent part.14
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Arnold’s emphasis here is on the incorporation of culture into the social
nexus through its effects on an audience. Culture testifies to the power of a
society to remake itself. The imaginative power of the literate classes pro-
jects (and renders possible) a morally improved social world; it is the task of
artists and teachers (this distinction is blurred in Arnold) to initiate the
public into a utopian vision whereby ‘the moral, social and beneficent char-
acter of culture become manifest’.15 Taine’s consideration of the ‘forces’
impelling literary production can usefully be considered alongside Arnold’s
interest in cultural reception. Both writers seek to present a coherent, total-
ised meaning that is valid for all cultural production. This production is, in
turn, defined by a set of values that include tradition, educative power and
moral force.

In 1957, the Canadian critic Northrop Frye published Anatomy of
Criticism, a text that blends the moralism of Arnold with the speculative
insights of the Cambridge ritualists. The sheer inclusiveness of Frye’s work,
together with the close and rigorous readings which he presents, have given
this work the status of a twentieth-century classic, a ‘masterwork of modern
critical theory’.16 Frye’s system projects the seasonal cycle on to the four nar-
rative categories of comedy, romance, tragedy and irony. These generic
markers are crossed with patterns of isolation (the tragic) and integration (the
comic). In western literature, these narrative and thematic elements are the
territory of a hero who is, respectively, mythic, romantic, tragic, comic and
ironic; this ‘ironic’ hero (as created by Joyce and Kafka for instance) is seen as
a renewer of the cycle: ‘Irony . . . begins in realism and dispassionate observa-
tion. But as it does so, it moves steadily towards myth and dim outlines of sac-
rificial ritual and dying gods begin to reappear in it.’17

As this brief account indicates, Frye’s scheme theorises the literary imagi-
nation in terms of mythic archetypes, a communal consciousness that shuttles
between the poles of utopian longing and dystopian fear. The slippage
between literature and myth appears to disconnect Frye’s theory from the
social issues which are frequently raised in his writings. Consciousness of this
disconnection is reflected in Mary Douglas’ attacks on the ritual and social
myths centred around purity and pollution. As she puts it, ‘myth sits
above and athwart the exigencies of social life. It is capable of presenting one
picture and then its opposite.’18 Frye, for his part, stresses the ‘sequence of
contexts and relationships in which the whole work of literary art can be
placed’.19
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This organised vision of human society set out in the Anatomy has
attracted much comment. Eagleton summarises Frye’s position thus: ‘Frye
stands in the liberal humanist tradition of Arnold, desiring, as he says,
“society as free, classless and urbane.” What he means by “classless”, like
Arnold before him, is in effect a society which universally subscribes to his
own middle-class liberal values.’20 This criticism offers a useful way into the
complexities of Frye’s view of the function of criticism. However, while the
encyclopaedic, universalising character of the enterprise does suggest a
systematic meta-narrative of control, there is also a strong affiliation between
Frye’s ‘system’ and the line of emancipatory narratives inspired by contempo-
rary experience of social dislocation and changes to the structures of work
and education in the twentieth century. Marx and Freud, central figures in this
area, are co-opted by Frye for their offering of ‘mythological expressions of
concern in which man expresses his own attitude to the culture he has built’.21

In terms of twentieth-century critical methodologies, one of Frye’s greatest
achievements lies in his steady resistance to the insidious lure of New
Criticism with its promise of a safe, technically proficient literary method.
His object has been to maintain and elaborate the links between social struc-
ture and literary artefact: ‘criticism will always have two aspects, one turned
toward the structure of literature and one turned toward the other cultural
phenomena that form the social environment of literature’.22

Frye’s method was quickly overtaken in European literary theory by the rise
of a structuralist literary criticism. This model of analysis, stemming from
Russian formalism and the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure,
received a new lease of life through the post-war anthropological texts of
Claude Lévi-Strauss. Lévi-Strauss seeks to demonstrate that the language
system, like other sign systems, reveals the structure of culture, that the lin-
guistic model can be applied in a wide variety of contexts including those of
food and clothing. This structure is regulated, as is language, by rules and
usages which seek to enculturate the natural, to produce ‘human’ meanings.
Language ‘constitutes “at once the prototype of the cultural phenomenon
(distinguishing men from the animals) and the phenomenon whereby all the
forms of social life are established and perpetuated”’.23 The structuralist
movement sought to identify the ‘codes’ of literature; instead of close reading,
the task of criticism was to note the ‘mythologies’ (Barthes) and patterns
(Greimas) inscribed in the processes of reading and writing. The value-laden
term ‘literature’ is replaced by the objective term ‘écriture’ in the cultural
poetics of this group of (mainly) French thinkers.

The last forty years of anthropologically based criticism owes much to the
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seismic shift in literary theory that the rise of poststructuralism and, in par-
ticular, postcolonialism has brought about. In his 1973 collection, The Inter-
pretation of Cultures, Clifford Geertz suggested that the term ‘thick
description’ (a coinage of Gilbert Ryle) offered a powerful means of articulat-
ing a new model of anthropology.24 ‘Thick description’ seeks to outline ‘the
multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed
upon or knotted into one another, which are at once strange, irregular, and
inexplicit’.25 For Geertz, human behaviour represents a dense signalling
system which can only be comprehended through an imaginative engagement
with the cultural contexts of its occurrence. The toolkit of the observing
anthropologist includes the kinds of linguistic and visual sensitivity that
belong to artistic practice: ‘. . . the line between mode of representation and
substantive content is as undrawable in cultural analysis as it is in painting’.26

Geertz’s position, rooted in the semiotics of the 1960s, unsettles the
subject/object relationship that was a founding doctrine of the anthropologi-
cal discipline, and initiates that shift toward the discourse theory of the social
sciences that is current today. The literary critic Edward Said, in a series of
illuminating texts, also interrogates the foundations of anthropology and has
suggested that the examination of cultural practices is inevitably tainted with
the ‘sameness/difference’ binary that produces a cultural value for self/other,
man/woman, west/east, and civilised/primitive.

In a feminist contribution to this topic, Sherry B. Ortner maps domes-
tic/public skills and concrete/abstract thought on to the nature/culture divi-
sion. Woman’s oppression is located in a biologically grounded understanding
of difference. It is owing to this that she is reduced to a ‘structurally subordi-
nate domestic context’, and systematically socialised so as to identify with the
maternal role, that she appears to be ‘rooted more directly and deeply in
nature’.27 The Elementary Structures of Kinship by Claude Lévi-Strauss,
which contains the discussion of the incest taboo, has also been viewed as a
text which seeks to naturalise a dominance/submission pattern in male/female
gender roles in that its theory of a primeval ‘exchange of women’ associates
these roles with the origin of culture. Gayle Rubin exposes the sexism inherent
in cultural practices when she argues that the expression ‘exchange of women’
‘is a shorthand for expressing that social relations of a kinship system specify
that men have certain rights in their female kin, and that women do not have
the same rights either in themselves or in their male kin’.28
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Such race and gender issues have intensified concerns about the legitimacy
of anthropology as a discipline. The ‘theory wars’ in English studies have
deepened this discussion as a result of the poststructuralist turn in literary
criticism. The Enlightenment had posited a claim for a centred, stable subject,
purposive, rational and expressive relationships between people and a stable
epistemological framework. The poststructuralist critique of these claims
reduces cultural binary distinctions to issues of signification, the interpretive
needs of particular communities, and so on. Postcolonialism has, on the
whole, taken a more robust view of the issues of representation and language,
seeking to implement a radical politics of difference as a strategy in the criti-
cal analysis of western intellectual narratives.

One of the earliest models of interventionist criticism that reads ‘anthro-
pologically’ in order to point up the ideological determinants of textual
meaning is an essay on Conrad’s Heart of Darkness by Chinua Achebe (1977).
Achebe sees the novel as saturated in racism; he reads its misrepresentations of
Africa as typical of the prejudices of the European observer. The canonical
authority of Conrad’s text makes this critique all the more telling:

Africa as setting and backdrop which eliminates the African as human factor. Africa
as a metaphysical battlefield devoid of all recognizable humanity into which the
wandering European enters at his peril. Can nobody see the preposterous and
perverse arrogance in thus reducing Africa to the role of props for the break-up of
one petty European mind?29

What is notable (or notorious) about this critical act is Achebe’s unfashion-
able assumption that literary texts are political documents; the aesthetic is not
a bar but a bridge to the ethical implications of the politics of the text. His
reading notes the metaphoric structure, the layering of narrative voices, the
modernist economy of means, yet refuses to ignore pressing human issues. In
this, his essay acts as augury of a philosophic position that is of key impor-
tance in recent critical debates. Christopher Norris, in a discussion of J. Hillis
Miller’s The Ethics of Reading, cogently summarises the view that literature
has a meaning relevant to the aims, interests and purposes of human beings:
‘it is wrong to think of literature as a realm apart, as enjoying an exemption
from the normal modes of truth-telling discourse or speech-act entailment . . .
Such notions . . . create what amounts to a false sense of ontological security
by thus fencing literature off within a separate aesthetic domain.’30

The links between this broader view of literary meaning and the eigh-
teenth-century conception of literature as an artefact constructed from a
nexus of elements drawn from social life can readily be seen. The further
point can be made that at a certain stage in this conceptual enlargement, the
term ‘literature’ becomes absorbed into the more general category of culture.
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This is the process that has resulted in literary studies becoming pressed into
the service of cultural studies in many academic institutions.

Cultural studies thus opens up the anthropological aspects of literary study
from two directions. The first is represented by a group of scholars whose
expertise was formed in a literary studies context but who now use literary
theory as a provider of tools for many different kinds of analysis. Homi K.
Bhabha, Robert Young, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Frederic Jameson
would be among this group of scholars. The second direction is taken by
anthropologists seeking to foreground the issues of textuality and often using
similar source material to that developed by the new literary theory for their
projects. James Clifford and Clifford Geertz have applied discourse studies to
the conceptual field of their discipline and have produced, from this practice,
a striking renewal of a discipline that has worked for some time to marginal-
ise the empirical (and value-laden) context of its origin. An anthology entitled
Writing Culture provides a useful introduction to the hybrid discipline that
has resulted from this convergence. James Clifford argues in his introductory
essay that ‘writing has emerged as central to what anthropologists do’,31 and
that, ‘[m]ost of the essays, while focusing on textual practices, reach beyond
texts to contexts of power, resistance, institutional constraint, and innova-
tion’.32 Much of the material gathered in this text deals with the underlying
assumptions, power systems and mechanisms of production that enable texts
to be articulated and circulated. Race, gender, class, religious affiliation, sex-
uality and mental, social or physical disadvantage would be among the
factors that lead to gain or loss in this respect. As Paul Rabinow suggests, ‘we
need to anthropologize the West: show how exotic its constitution of reality
has been’.33

This aim bears a striking resemblance to the literary based work of Frederic
Jameson and Homi K. Bhabha. For instance, Jameson’s attempt to shift the
critique of narrative into the political arena considers the ‘textual revolution’
as that which ‘drives the wedge of the concept of a “text” into the traditional
disciplines by extrapolating the notion of “discourse” or “writing” onto
objects previously thought to be “realities” or objects in the real world, such
as the various levels or instances of a social formation; political power, social
class, institutions and events themselves’.34

Anthropological criticism appears, in these recent formulations, to be
returning to the motives that first propelled it into existence. The preoccupa-
tion with language, discourse and textuality that inspired the ‘new science’ of
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the Enlightenment in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries prompted
the attempt at an objective account of the phenomenal world. The new fields
of law, medicine, education, art and science were driven by this revolution. Yet
this great leap forward has been haunted by a history that was once forgotten
and is only now being repeated. A subsidiary definition of anthropology in
the Oxford English Dictionary refers to it as ‘[a] speaking in the manner of
men’. This curious phrase takes on a topical resonance when read with an
awareness of the self-reflexive critique that many anthropologists now bring
to the originating ideology and linguistic structure of their discipline. For it
suggests that anthropology is not a master-narrative (despite the term ‘men’)
but a narrative that is always under construction, a staging of presence, a
framing of subjectivity inside the linguistic field. Such notions lie close to the
line of modern philosophy that links Adorno and Benjamin to Foucault and
Derrida. Memory, mark, inscription and trace are key terms in this work as it
preserves, celebrates and mourns the privileged and marginal moments of the
happening of a ‘rational’ civilization. An eloquent account of this position is
given in an essay by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak as she writes of

the recognition, within deconstructive practice, of provisional and intractable
starting points in any investigative effort; its disclosure of complicities where a will to
knowledge would create oppositions; its insistence that in disclosing complicities the
critic-as-subject is herself complicit with the object of her critique; its emphasis upon
‘history’ and upon the ethico-political as the ‘trace’ of that complicity – the proof
that we do not inhabit a clearly defined critical space free of such traces; and, finally,
the acknowledgment that its own discourse can never be adequate to its example.35

In this quotation, an agenda for an ethical deconstruction of the same-
ness/otherness binary is put forward. The critic, while aware of the way in
which language, race, gender and class affect her ability to speak ‘in the
manner of’ others, still seeks a speaking position that intervenes in the politi-
cal world and that values the subject, however dubious the springs of its being.
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Modernism, modernity, modernisation
Robert Holub

Modernism has always been a confusing and disputed term. In architecture it
has been used to describe a design strategy based on rationality and func-
tional analysis, such as those found in industrial architecture in the United
States or in the Bauhaus projects of Germany, and it is most often distin-
guished from a vague ‘traditionalism’ that was its predecessor, and an equally
ill-defined postmodernism that succeeded it. In music modernism refers most
often to those composers who broke with the conventions of tonality and rec-
ognisable rhythmic patterns and structures, introducing instead musical style
marked by dissonance, discontinuity, fragmentation and experimentation in
sound and form. In dance the notion of modernism has been employed in con-
nection with twentieth-century practitioners whose work reflected themes of
contemporary life, but also with dance that focused on movement and form
inherent in the human body. In pictorial art we find modernism emerging as a
break with traditional and academic styles; in its incipient years it often
served as commentary on social life, but as it developed, it came to explore
visual representation as such, rather than any specific subject or topic.
Literary scholars have most often viewed modernism as part of a reaction to
both historical changes in the social order and aesthetic imperatives inherited
from the nineteenth century, in particular those adopted by classicists and
realists. Literary modernism eventually seems to reject representation as an
artistic exigency, resorting instead to experimentation in forms and with
words, although it often does not wish to relinquish an impact on readers. It
is difficult to determine precisely what unites these various forms of modern-
ism, but one suspects that if a unifying principle does exist, it is to be located
in a specifically European consciousness that emerged in the late nineteenth
century and continued into the decades of the next century.

Although we may situate modernism as a movement historically in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century, we can readily see that the conscious-
ness of being modern was anything but original at that time and cannot be
used to distinguish modernism from earlier ventures. It appears that the
notion of being modern is itself very old and dates at least from the fifth
century in Rome, where Christians employed it to distinguish the new
Christian age from the epoch of paganism. At times, of course, there have
been different valuations placed on the notion of modernity, and some of the
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most celebrated debates have resulted from taking sides for or against tradi-
tion. For the history of literature and aesthetics the most important marker is
the celebrated Querelle des anciens et des modernes, which took place in two
important stages: in France in the late seventeenth century, and in Germany
approximately one hundred years later. At issue in these controversies was
how to resolve a paradoxical situation. On the one hand it seemed evident
that modern societies evidenced advances in certain areas of knowledge. The
science and technology of the moderns were surely better than the science and
technology of ancient societies (Greece and Rome). On the other it appeared
that in the aesthetic arena – in architecture, sculpture, literature and art – the
works of the ancients were at least equal to, if not better than, anything the
moderns could produce. A careful analysis of the various stages of this debate
would demonstrate the gradual emancipation of art from the hegemony of
classical norms.1 But it would also show an evolution in concepts and in con-
sciousness. By the time we reach the early nineteenth century and the stage of
the conflict has shifted to Germany, the operative terms in the aesthetic realm
are less often ‘modern’ and ‘ancient’ than ‘romantic’ and ‘classic’, and the res-
olution lies less in taking one side or the other than in viewing the demise of
classical art and the rise of romantic art as part of a larger historical process.
In essence the transformation is from a recognition of difference to one of
evolution and process, from a universe that is governed by eternal laws and
rules to one that admits modification over time, from an appeal to perfection
in ahistorical accomplishment to a call for originality and creativity. The pre-
requisite for the consciousness of nineteenth- and twentieth-century modern-
ism, understood as a break with tradition, has its intellectual roots in the
romantic endeavour to distinguish itself historically from classicism.

The aesthetic sphere and the dangers of the avant-garde

There are two additional aspects of modernity originating in the philosophi-
cal atmosphere of German idealism that are essential for our understanding
of the consciousness that underlies modernism. These aspects are described
best in the writings of Jürgen Habermas, a philosopher and social theorist
who, in contrast to most theorists of the 1980s and 1990s, advocates a comple-
tion of the modernist project, rather than a turn to various forms of postmod-
ernity. In his works Habermas has developed two historico-philosophical
narratives to describe the modernist situation, one that is ultimately Kantian,
which deals with the real tendencies of modernity, and one Hegelian, which
captures the way in which the problems of modernity are reflected and solved
in thought. According to the first, modernity is characterised by the separa-
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tion of three types of activity – science, morality and art – into individual
spheres. This scheme, drawn from Max Weber, is ultimately related to Kant’s
three critiques, which circumscribe the same general topics from the perspec-
tive of human subjectivity. With the disintegration of a unified religious or
metaphysical world-view, each sphere achieves an autonomy and is assigned a
particular question and domain: truth, conceived as an epistemological
matter, is ascribed to natural science; normative rightness, formulated in
terms of justice, is assigned to morality; and the determination of authentic-
ity or beauty is ascertained through judgements of taste in the realm of art.
Habermas continues these tripartite divisions by identifying a specific ration-
ality with each sphere: cognitive-instrumental for science, moral-practical for
ethics and aesthetic-expressive for art. Only with the advent of modernity do
we witness an immanent history for each of these three realms; only in the
modern era do these spheres begin to operate under internally developed laws
and imperatives.

There exist, however, inherent dangers in this process: with the develop-
ment of modern societies we encounter an increasing specialisation within
each sphere, which Habermas, following Weber, calls rationalisation. For
Habermas, rationalisation is a descriptive term that encompasses both posi-
tive and negative valences. Since the differentiation of activity removes it from
dogmatic exigencies that had formerly defined it in traditional societies, sub-
jecting it instead to reflection and justification based on evidence and argu-
ment, rationalisation is a necessary and welcome process in the progress of
humankind. But some of its by-products are pernicious and appear to
counteract the democratic and participatory tendencies of modern societies.
Habermas notes that the instantiation of separate spheres for science, moral-
ity and art fosters a culture of experts that excludes collective decision-
making. What Niklas Luhmann, the German sociologist of systems theory,
greets as increased functional differentiation, Habermas bemoans as an
impoverished lifeworld, since individuals are excluded from spheres that have
a direct bearing on their lives and happiness. The project of modernity, which
in Habermas’ view is a continuation of the Enlightenment, is to promote the
increased rationalisation of each sphere, while simultaneously releasing ‘the
cognitive potentials of each of these domains to set them free from their eso-
teric forms’ (p. 9).2 As formulated in the eighteenth century the goals of the
three spheres are objective science, universal morality and autonomous art.
The Enlightenment held the hope of employing the accumulated knowledge
in each sphere for a more satisfying, enriching and rational organisation of
everyday life, and Habermas believes that this hope can still be realised in our
own times.
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Modernism, for Habermas, is aesthetic modernity. It is the result of the dif-
ferentiation of a sphere of art from a formerly unified and encompassing
world-view. The tendency of art since the middle of the eighteenth century has
been toward increased autonomy, toward a separation of aesthetic products of
culture from a connection with truth (as conceived by science) or goodness (as
a moral postulate). Kant’s Critique of Judgement (1790) may not have been the
inaugural document in this process, but it was certainly one of the most impor-
tant. With Kant the trajectory for modern art was firmly established. An aes-
thetic realm, based on a universal notion of taste, separates itself out from the
cognitive and ethical sphere. Although in the enlightenment philosophy of
Kant a sensus communis still underlies our faculty of judgement, making
beauty a matter of intersubjectively valid judgements of taste, the process of
specialisation soon takes hold. Art as an end in itself leads ineluctably to a sev-
ering of the connections between art and the more general public. Eventually
the type of formal experimentation and elitism we associate with twentieth-
century art becomes the norm, as the various branches of art purify them-
selves, focusing on their constitutive elements: as we have seen above, in dance
modernism is concerned with the inherent movements of the body; in music
tone and rhythm are foregrounded; in literature and the pictorial arts represen-
tation gradually relinquishes its sway and is replaced by a foregrounding of the
media themselves. Lines, color, shapes, sounds, words or even letters become
themselves aesthetic objects. Gradually art relinquishes its appeal to the larger
community and begins to aim at experts and connoisseurs.

One branch of modernism, usually called the ‘avant-garde’, challenges this
inherent tendency in art by calling into question the separation of the aes-
thetic sphere from other human activities. Peter Bürger has best analysed this
rebellious side of modernism, which criticised autonomous art by pointing to
its own historicity as an institution. Duchamp’s urinal or the collages of the
surrealists are meant to radicalise the content of art and to reconcile the aes-
thetic with the everyday. Art as a smug and safe refuge for bourgeois appreci-
ation and fine taste is the ultimate target of the avant-garde’s assault; the
destruction of the boundaries between art and life is the ultimate goal.3

Behind this challenge Habermas detects an endeavour to recuperate the
‘promise of happiness’ that emanates from the original modernist project.
But the surrealist ‘warfare’ against autonomous art fails in two regards. First,
removing the aura from art, declaring everyone to be an artist, destroying the
legitimacy of aesthetic forms, as the avant-garde had done, does not necessar-
ily lead to the desired liberation: ‘[w]hen the containers of an autonomously
developed cultural sphere are shattered, the contents get dispersed. Nothing
remains from a desublimated meaning or a destructured form; an emancipa-
tory effect does not follow’ (p. 10). More importantly, the surrealist challenge
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ignored the need for communicative practices that cross all domains: cogni-
tive, moral-practical and expressive. The rationalisation of the lifeworld
cannot be countered by actions against a single sphere. ‘A reified everyday
praxis can be cured only by creating unconstrained interaction of the cogni-
tive with the moral-practical and the aesthetic-expressive elements.
Reification cannot be overcome by forcing just one of those highly stylised
cultural spheres to open up and become more accessible’ (p. 11). In short, the
avant-garde represents a false path of aesthetic modernity: in contrast to tra-
ditional modernism, it initiated a false or one-sided negation of art that did
not lead to an all-encompassing emancipation, but rather to a reaffirmation
of the very aesthetic categories it sought to efface.

The Hegelian narrative and aesthetic irrationalism

The second narrative, which Habermas develops at length in the Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity (1987), has slightly different implications for mod-
ernism. Although Kant and Fichte established subjectivity as the constitutive
concept for modernity, Habermas claims that Hegel was ‘the first philosopher
for whom modernity became a problem’ (p. 43).4 Emancipating itself from the
dogmas of religion and the past, modernity sets itself the task of creating its
normativity out of itself. Hegel assumes this to be the central problem for his
philosophical system and it leads him to the view that the modern age is
‘marked universally by a structure of self-relation that he calls subjectivity’ (p.
16). Subjectivity, as conceived by Hegel, has connotations and implications
that reach into all areas of life and thought. Perhaps most important for
Habermas, it establishes the essential forms in which modern culture will
develop: along the lines suggested by Kant in his three critiques. With the
subject no longer externally restrained the natural sciences are now free to
confront a disenchanted nature unconstrained by the fetters placed on inquiry
by extra-scientific dogma. Morality develops according to the notion of free
subjects exercising free will, resulting in individual freedom and universal
rights. And modern art, labelled romantic in Hegel’s aesthetic theory,
becomes characterised by its absolute inwardness. The spheres of science,
morality and art, based on principles of truth, justice and taste were not only
separated from belief, but also encompassed under the principle of subjectiv-
ity. The philosophical narrative developed from Hegel’s philosophy thus
includes as an important by-product the differentiated spheres of science,
morality and art, but its goal is ultimately the grounding of modernity in
self-contained subjectivity.
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According to Habermas’ reading, Hegel was unable to accomplish his goal
satisfactorily, because he solved the problem of modernity ‘too well’ (p. 42).
We can understand the difficulty as a victory of reason over the individual
subject. By taking subjectivity and a philosophy of reflective self-conscious-
ness as a starting point, Hegel propounds not only the freedom and unity of
the subject, but also its objectification and alienation as object of its own sub-
jectivity. The pernicious consequences of Hegel’s solution become even more
evident in his writings about the state. Habermas notes that the subject
encounters itself both as universal subject embodied in the state and as indi-
vidual subject or citizen of the state. In a potential conflict between the two,
the concrete absolute of the state takes precedence. ‘For the sphere of the
ethical, the outcome of this logic is the primacy of the higher-level subjectiv-
ity of the state over the subjective freedom of the individual’ (p. 40). The con-
sequences of investing reason or self-conscious subjectivity with absolute
authority is a deprecation of individual experience and criticism. ‘Hegel’s phi-
losophy satisfies the need of modernity for self-grounding only at the cost of
devaluing present-day reality and blunting critique. In the end, philosophy
removes all importance from its own present age, destroys interest in it, and
deprives it of the calling to self-critical renewal’ (p. 42). Hegel’s awareness of
the necessity for the modern age to ground itself in self-conscious subjectivity
paradoxically leads him to depreciate the exigencies of his own era.

Habermas detects an alternative to the philosophy of consciousness or sub-
jectivity in Hegel’s early works in which he wrote of the Christian community.
The road Hegel does not choose, that of intersubjectivity, becomes founda-
tional for Habermas’s thought, and the writings that culminate in his Theory
of Communicative Action (1984, 1987) are an endeavour to complete this dis-
carded Hegelian approach and thus to solve the dilemmas of modernity in
something other than a ‘philosophy of consciousness’. Mainstream philoso-
phy, however, continues to try to reconcile the demands of modernity with
what Hegel had established as the philosophy of modernity. In the aftermath
of the Hegelian solution Habermas outlines three directions that emerge, all
of which criticise a notion of reason grounded in self-conscious subjectivity.
The first, associated with the Young Hegelians, turns to a philosophy of prac-
tice that seeks to liberate a rationality pent up in its bourgeois forms. This
group, whose most celebrated figure was Karl Marx, remains true to the spirit
of the Enlightenment, but feels that its goals can only be accomplished by
turning to the material world. For Marx the concept of labour replaces sub-
jectivity as the key to modernity, and the solution to modernity’s problems is
envisioned in a proletarian revolution. The second group affirms Hegel’s
notion of the state and religion as compensation for the disruptions and alien-
ation of modern society. Originally identified with right Hegelians, this group
is the progenitor of the neoconservatives in contemporary times. Defending
institutions and traditional values against radical critique, neoconservatives
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such as Daniel Bell or Arnold Gehlen want nothing more than to allow bour-
geois society to unfold according to its own dynamic.

The perils of this narrative in the aesthetic sphere do not lie with an artistic
avant-garde that extends endeavours to explode the aesthetic sphere and
produce a one-sided revolution, but in the aestheticisation of reflection itself.
For a third direction opts against extending reason, as the left and the right
Hegelians did, and instead, recognising the impasse of a philosophy of con-
sciousness, turns against the Enlightenment and embraces art. Starting with
Nietzsche, whose reliance on the Dionysian is a transposition of aesthetic
experience into the archaic realm, the philosophers associated with postmod-
ernity form an alliance with aesthetic modernity in their rejection of reason as
a vehicle for progress. Nietzsche’s significance lies in his conception of a cri-
tique of modernity without any emancipatory content. Although his
anti-enlightenment philosophy, including its Dionysian dimension, has its
roots in the romantic tradition, his was the most congenial and influential
starting point for subsequent thinkers. Habermas notes two strands of his
thought that had the most impact for the twentieth-century theory. The first
conceives of an aesthetically based critique of western philosophy that would
oppose all claims to truth by valorising the will to power. The anthropologi-
cal, psychological and historical aspects of such a subversion of reason have
been examined in recent times by Bataille, Lacan and Foucault respectively.
The second avenue that Nietzsche opens up attempts to uncover the meta-
physical roots of the philosophical tradition without relinquishing its own
claims to philosophical rigor. This internal critique of metaphysics is asso-
ciated with the works of Heidegger and his French disciple Derrida. Neither
of these alternatives escapes the problematic of modernity, however, since
according to Habermas they both accept the terms of the Hegelian tradition
and argue from within the conceptual framework of a philosophy of con-
sciousness. The outside, or other, or ‘post’ that is envisioned as an alternative
is thus always just the irrational mirror image of reason conceived as self-con-
tained subjectivity.

Modernisation and the challenge of the market

There is yet another way to understand the advent of modernity. The separa-
tion of spheres of human activity or the realisation of self-contained subjec-
tivity are ultimately part of processes associated with the development of
modern societies. Often these processes are referred to in a short-hand form
as modernisation. Contemporary social scientists dealing with modernisa-
tion are careful to point out the foibles of their predecessors. Both Marxists
and modernisation theorists of the post-war era regarded economic factors as
the sole driving force in the rise of modern societies, but today commentators
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consider the economy to be only one of the contributing factors. We have also
come to recognise that modernisation is not an even process: it occurs in dif-
ferent regions of Europe at different times, and it proceeds at an uneven pace.
The political dimension of modern societies is likewise not uniform, and
throughout Europe different sorts of governmental structures, from dictato-
rial regimes to liberal democracies, were consonant with modernisation pro-
cesses. The same can be said of societal aspects, which exhibit vast differences
in hierarchical structures and social differentiation. Despite these caveats, a
unified notion of modernisation can still be a useful term for describing the
process whereby traditional societies became modern industrial societies, and
although there is no ideal type or normal development, the results have been
fairly uniform. Max Weber’s description of modern European civilisation, as
articulated in the introduction to The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (1958), continues to be a compelling account of the consequences
of modernisation, while the body of The Protestant Ethic (1978) and the
unfinished Economy and Society provide a persuasive commentary on the
modernisation process.

Weber’s various analyses present no single defining characteristic for mod-
ernisation. He points out that there are a number of features that distinguish
western civilisation from the rest of the world. Only in the west has science,
defined in terms of empirical knowledge about the world and experimenta-
tion, achieved such a preeminent status. The west also evidences differences in
its organisation of historical scholarship, in its music and in architecture.
Certain political formations also are peculiar to occidental cultures, and
Weber points in particular to parliamentary government with its rule by law
according to a written constitution and its extensive administrative appara-
tus. In his earlier work Weber argues that capitalism, although it has existed
worldwide, has developed in the west in qualitative and quantitative ways that
have not been duplicated elsewhere. The key difference, he claims, is to be
found in the organisation of formally free labour, although he also mentions
the importance of the separation of business from the household, and of the
introduction of rational bookkeeping, of applied science or technological
innovation, and of legal and administrative structures for western develop-
ments. But even in his early thought, where economics appears to be the cen-
trepiece, Weber places equal or greater emphasis on consciousness. Economic
rationalism, the ethos of western capitalist development is intimately related
to ascetic Protestantism, and at points Weber appears to be offering what
amounts to an idealist explanation for modernisation. In later works, other
topics come to the fore. Political organisation and its legitimacy, and the
increasingly complex bureaucratic structures of industrial societies, are focal
points for understanding how modern Europe has defined the modern age.

The exact process of modernisation might be complex, and each society
may have travelled along different paths, but it is possible to distinguish
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modern societies from their traditional counterparts, as Stuart Hall does, on
the basis of four encompassing features. (1) Power is secular, rather than relig-
ious, and it is defined in terms of a nation-state operating within geographi-
cally secure borders and based on conceptions of sovereignty and legitimacy.
(2) Economies are based on money; there is large-scale commodity produc-
tion and consumption regulated by free markets. Private property is enshrined
in law. Long-term capital accumulation is established as a goal and rationale.
(3) Fixed social hierarchies, such as existed in traditional societies, are
replaced by more dynamic social stratification. Industrial societies produced
new classes and a different relationship between the sexes. (4) We encounter
the demise of religious world views and the concomitant ascent of secular and
rationalist ways of interpreting the world and our actions in the world.
Gradually individualist and instrumental forms of thinking prevail.5 These
four features overlap significantly with the views of Weber in his mature writ-
ings, and they reflect a world order in which change is enshrined as a central
characteristic. Representative governments, capitalist economies, fluid social
hierarchies and individualist worldviews suggest a world in flux, and it is not
coincidental that a chief motif of modernist literature and commentary has
been the transient, the fleeting, the contingent and the ephemeral. In contrast
to traditional societies, the modern social order thrives on change, which can
translate into apprehension and angst, as reflected in some of the seminal
works of aesthetic modernity, or into the excitement and exhilaration that
accompanies revolution and novelty in other writings.

But another aspect of modernist consciousness is related to art’s status as
one commodity among other commodities. With the withdrawal of governing
bodies into largely administrative and bureaucratic apparatuses, the demise
of the church as a patron, and the disappearance of aristocratic largesse, the
artist, like the worker, was set free in the world of production and compelled
to sell his or her wares on the market. The commodification of art is a process
that started long before the advent of aesthetic modernity; its roots lie in the
Renaissance; the eighteenth and early nineteenth century advanced its cause
by destroying structures that had promoted commissioned artistic produc-
tion. But by the time we reach the end of the nineteenth century, the notion of
art as a commodity is no longer questioned, and the place of the artist as the
producer for anonymous others is the accepted norm. The autonomy of art in
the aesthetic sphere is in some sense an idealistic reflection of art’s commod-
ification, and the exalted creativity and originality of the artist are symptoms
of market realities, as well as representing an individual aspiration for accom-
plishment. Modernisation presents new challenges for writers and artists pro-
ducing commodities. Some choose to foreground the fetishised nature of art,
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as we see in the dadaist and surrealist enterprises. Others, such as Rilke,
Pound or Eliot, withdraw from conscious production for the market, remain-
ing aloof and elitist, and focusing on formal perfections and innovations. Still
others turn to the audience, whether out of political aims, such as Brecht, or
even mercantile motives.

Alternative modernist revolutions

The modernisation process has also led theorists of modernism to reflect on
the relationship of art to its material conditions of production. Two opposing
views, represented by Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno, emerge as alter-
native ways to rupture the constraints of a capitalist social order. For
Benjamin the modern situation is characterised by the technical possibilities
for reproduction. Formerly works of art exuded an authenticity and unique-
ness, which Benjamin captures in the notion of ‘aura’. It is not coincidental
that Benjamin selects a term that emphasises the religious and cultic nature of
art; for his point is that the modernisation process, far from distorting some
essence of art, presents an opportunity for art to emancipate itself from its
earlier limitations. Benjamin is concerned with defining another praxis for art
in the modern age, one that will allow it to contribute to a progressive politics.
A main interest for him, therefore, is the conflict between painting and
photography around the turn of the century. This debate, which revolved
around the advent of a technology of reproduction, signals the conscious
demise of the autonomy of art, since autonomous art, from the perspective of
the social embeddedness of all products of human culture, was merely an illu-
sion of bourgeois ideology. Benjamin’s central example of a ‘technically
reproducible art form’ is film. In this medium for the first time we witness an
elimination of aura. Because the public is replaced by the camera, the
mechanical spectator, so to speak, the aura associated with representation is
destroyed. Regardless of how we evaluate particular aspects of Benjamin’s
arguments, his overall view is clear: the material conditions for modern art
have changed, and art must become conscious of these changes if it is going to
promote social revolution.

Adorno’s view presents an alternative. He too recognises that the condi-
tions under which art is being produced have changed, and that the autonomy
of art is no longer predominant in the cultural sphere. But for Adorno, the
separation of art into high and low forms has cheapened artistic value and
threatens to marginalise authentic aesthetic accomplishment. Indeed, the
‘culture industry’ in the United States, like fascism and communism in
Europe, has eliminated the individuality associated with art and contributed
to the damaged subjectivity of the modern age. Adorno bemoans the com-
modification of art, and he recognises that art has become infused with tech-
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nology; what is problematic for him is that the technology preferred in capi-
talist societies has led us away from individual control and creativity and
toward the mass production of a degraded art. The seductiveness of the
culture industry leads the audience to identify with it, completing the insidi-
ous circle of production and consumption. Art in advanced capitalist societies
is thus no longer the site of authenticity, but of pseudoindividuality. Adorno’s
alternative, focused on the materiality of art as form and content, as well as
art’s immanent social quality, is associated with what we might call ‘high
modernism’. Despite the lack of overt political commitment in their works,
modernist writers such as Marcel Proust, Samuel Beckett or Paul Celan, offer
us a glimpse of domination-free intersubjectivity by remaining outside of
conventions. Modernist art, like Adorno’s philosophy itself, is valued as a
means to explode from the inside the normalcy of a social order characterised
by fettered subjectivity.

The contrasting views of Benjamin and Adorno on art and their emphasis
on different art forms and artists in the twentieth century can easily seduce us
into affirming the increasingly popular proposition that there is not one mod-
ernism, but several modernisms. It has become comfortable in an age we dub
‘postmodern’ to avoid a conceptual mode that would unify historical
moments or artistic tendencies. Modernism assists us in this intellectual frag-
mentation because the writers and artists associated with it advocated a
variety of different political, social and historical views; indeed, it would be
difficult to make a comprehensive list of modernists, or of characteristics in
modernist works. Pound and Brecht certainly cannot be politically reconciled;
Eliot and Dos Passos did not share the same cultural outlook or aspirations.
The usefulness of modernism as a unified concept, however, is that it tells us
something essential about how artists and writers responded to a set of
circumstances, not that they responded in a similar fashion. Modernisation in
European societies and in the United States during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century confronted artists and writers with cultural phenom-
ena they had not yet encountered, or at least not in this form or to this extent.
The circumstances were accompanied by certain philosophical and historical
developments in the realm of ideas and aesthetics, themselves influenced by
modernisation. Within the particularities of modernisation and modernity,
modernism emerged, and what we mean when we speak of modernism is not
a single, unified, aesthetic movement, but rather the range of responses by
artists and writers to an identical historical, philosophical and aesthetic pre-
dicament.

Modernism, modernity, modernisation 287

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



22

Postmodernism
Patricia Waugh

Where are the primary causes on which I can take my stand,
where are my foundations? Where am I to take them from?
I practise thinking, and consequently each of my primary
causes pulls along another, even more primary, in its wake,
and so on ad infinitum.

Fyodor Dostoevsky, Notes From Underground (1864)

Naming the unnamable: what is postmodernism?

In 1979, Jean-François Lyotard proclaimed that Enlightened modernity was
now caught in a ‘legitimation crisis’ from which it could not recover. By the
mid-eighties, La condition postmoderne enjoyed hierophantic status as
the book which had completed the Nietzschean project of persuading us of
the death of the ‘grand narratives’ of God, metaphysics and science. Twenty
years on, the discourse which named that crisis seems to have developed its
own terminal symptoms. In a rather Beckettian image, Lyotard has recently
declared that postmodernism is now an ‘old man’s occupation, rummaging
in the dustbin of finality to find remains’.1 Richard Rorty (defender of con-
sensus but hardly secret sharer of Lyotard’s postmodern anti-foundational-
ism) has also come to see the term as so elastic as to be useless even for his
own neo-pragmatic purposes. He has, he now tells us, ‘given up on the
attempt to find something common to Michael Graves’ buildings, Pynchon’s
and Rushdie’s novels, Ashberry’s poems, various sorts of popular music, and
the writings of Heidegger and Derrida’.2 So, has postmodernism become a
victim of that very built-in obsolescence which was central to its diagnosis of
all intellectual or artistic culture within late capitalism? Is it possible any
longer to define postmodernism? Perhaps the task is comparable to an
attempt to force a rainbow back through the geometrical contours of
Newton’s prism.
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Still, if we accept Fredric Jameson’s belief that the value of postmodern
expression lies precisely in its attempt to name the unnameable, to find a form
in which to represent the seemingly unrepresentable global networks of tech-
nologised late capitalist culture, then there is some historical justification in
attempting, yet again, to name the unnameable which is postmodernism.
Because postmodernism has always been a constitutive as much as a descrip-
tive term, definitions were bound to be value-laden. Even in its earliest literary
phase, the same work of art might be dismissed as a perversion of the genu-
inely radical energies of an earlier avant-garde, a mere reflection of the depth-
less surfaces of consumer culture, or it might be celebrated (as in the early
writing of Ihab Hassan) as auguring a radically new and global post-
Cartesian ‘gnostic’ consciousness. More moderately, it might simply be seen
as making the best of what is available, providing, for example, through its
parodic form of repetition with distance, the only form of critique remaining
in a world in which there can only be a perspectival seeing.3

What is the relationship between postmodernism considered, negatively
or positively, as the dominant ‘mood’ of western late capitalism; as a legiti-
mation crisis in western epistemologies and political structures; as a variety
of aesthetic or cultural practices; or postmodernism as all those discourses
which attempt to theorise late or post-modernity? If postmodernism has
taught us that we cannot separate the object of knowledge from the various
language games through which it is constructed, then why should we accept
any historical ‘grand narrative’ of postmodernism itself? The term has
come to designate a bewilderingly diverse array of ‘little narratives’ as well
as a more broadly epistemic sense of crisis in the foundational philosophi-
cal and political discourses of the European Enlightenment. From its very
inception, and more so than cultural modernism, postmodernism was
created as much by academic categorisation and intellectual reformulation
as by aesthetic manifestos and the development of identifiable literary or
cultural movements. Theorists of postmodernism are endlessly caught in
the performative contradictions of obsessively naming the unnameable
even as they decry the activity of naming as incipiently totalitarian. It is no
accident that one of the key reference points for postmodernists has always
been that oft-quoted sentence from Nietzsche, warning us that: ‘We obtain
the concept, as we do the form, by overlooking what is individual and
actual: whereas nature is acquainted with forms and no concepts. . . but
only with an X which remains inaccessible and undefinable for us.’4 One
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can accept Nietzsche’s warning against intellectual arrogance, however,
whilst resisting a full-blown postmodern nominalism. Accordingly, I will
argue that postmodernism can be understood as a gradual dissolution of
the modern idea of the separate autonomies of the spheres of art, science
and morality or politics, and can be viewed as an increasingly pervasive aes-
theticisation of all spheres of knowledge and experience, from philosophy
to politics and finally to science. Furthermore, I shall argue that postmod-
ernism exists in a ‘strong’ and in a ‘weak’ form and that each of these may
take on either a deconstructive (epistemological) or a reconstructive
(ethical) orientation.

The postmodern ‘mood’ began to gather in the 1960s when changes in
western societies (the emergence of post-industrialisation; increased techno-
logisation; expanding consumerism and ‘lifestyle niche’ advertising; widening
democracy and access to secondary and higher education; the growth of
youth and sub-cultures; the global spread of information technology, mass
media and the ‘knowledge’ industries; the retreat from both colonialism and
utopianism in politics and the rise of new identity politics around race,
gender and sexuality) coincided with changes in literary and artistic expres-
sion (pop art, anti-modernism in architecture, self-reflexivity in literature)
and with a new scepticism towards science and positivism in thought. The
changes gradually seemed to add up to both a rejection of modernism and a
disillusionment with, and hence repudiation of, Enlightenment and post-
Enlightenment rationalist ideas about the unity of the self, the concept of uni-
versal justice in politics, the role of the state, the idea of underlying laws of
history, the possibility of certainty in thought and science. Since the
Enlightenment itself, there had, of course, always been an anti-Enlightenment
current in philosophy and art (Dostoevsky’s aforementioned novel Notes
From Underground, for example, challenges everything from Kantian and
utilitarian ethics to scientific socialism and gender-blind universalism, in
terms remarkably prescient of much postmodern thought), but never before
had it seemed to chime so convincingly with the changes taking place in
western societies.The retreat from utopianism had already been foreshad-
owed in the forties and fifties, in the responses of philosophers such as Karl
Popper, Hannah Arendt, Michael Oakeshott and Isaiah Berlin, for example,
to the horrors of the Holocaust and the rise of totalitarianism. Whilst western
governments were busy trying to rebuild the post-war state within the frame-
work of compromise now referred to as ‘welfare capitalism’, analytic philos-
ophy increasingly turned introspective, political philosophy toward concepts
of piecemeal reform or Berlin’s ‘agonistic liberalism’ (a repudiation of all
rationalist attempts to derive a collective social Good from the scientific laws
of history).

Bertrand Russell had earlier defended Enlightenment rational scepticism
as a criticism of knowledge which, though unable to ‘tell us with any
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certainty what is the true answer to the doubts which it raises, is able to
suggest many possibilities which enlarge our thoughts and free them from the
tyranny of custom’.5 By the 1970s, those doubts had increasingly turned back
on the instruments of their own articulation and analysis, so that objects of
knowledge become not so much entities on which language reflects as arte-
facts actually constructed through and within language. By 1979, when
Lyotard published his influential book, new and burgeoning forms of episte-
mological and cultural relativism were already well out of their infancies.
Truth, Knowledge, Self and Value were no longer to be regarded as founda-
tional categories, but as rhetorical constructions masking relations of power
and strategies of oppression and marginalisation. In the modern condition,
philosophy had claimed the position of privileged metanarrative, claimed to
be the discourse which might discover that final vocabulary which would
ground the very conditions of knowledge. Postmodernists now claimed to
have cut away this final ground in recognising there were only ever vocabular-
ies to invent.

Broadly, postmodernism can be understood as a gradual encroachment of
the aesthetic into the spheres of philosophy, ethics and, most recently,
science; a gradual displacement of discovery, depth, truth, correspondence
and coherence with construction, surface, fictionality, self-reflexive narra-
tive and ironic fragmentation: realism giving way to idealism and then to an
all-pervasive textualism. Jameson has described this as a pathology of auto-
referentiality; Jean Baudrillard, as a condition of hyperreality where aesthet-
icisation has turned on itself, where even art ‘is dead, not only because its
critical transcendence is gone, but because reality itself, entirely impreg-
nated by an aesthetic which is inseparable from its own structure, has been
confused with its own image’.6 More specifically though: how did postmod-
ernism gradually seep out of its earliest containment within debates about
the value of literary, artistic and architectural modernism and into the fields
of philosophy, social and political theory, and finally science studies? What
are the value claims made for and against it? What are its political ramifica-
tions? What has been its effect on literary criticism? Where is the debate at
the end of the century? Can we encompass the entire field of different post-
modernisms with a broad map of types and tendencies? How may we trace
its intellectual precursors? The rest of this essay will attempt to offer brief
answers to some of these questions by considering the emergence of post-
modernism: as a formal aesthetic; as a model for political engagement; and
as a philosophical critique.
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The irresistible rise of postmodernism: from art to science

The term ‘postmodernism’ was first used in the 1950s by literary critics to
describe new kinds of literary experiment arising out of, but moving beyond,
the terms of aesthetic modernism. It was associated with an emphasis on
immanence or situatedness, on contingent experience and cultural complicity,
and set in opposition to a modernism confirmed in New Critical theorising
and in abstract expressionist aesthetics as conceived in terms of objectivity,
transcendence and impersonality. Poets such as Charles Olsen and critics such
as William Spanos (editor of the important journal Boundary 2) named the
existence of a new non-anthropocentric literature whose Heideggerian anti-
humanism was directed at seeing ‘man’ as a being in the world, as radically sit-
uated as any other object. A similar tendency appeared at the same time in the
chosisme of the French new novel and in Susan Sontag’s rejection of an intel-
lectualised depth/surface model of interpretation in favour of an acceptance
of the experience of art as sensuous surface, an ‘erotics’ of the text. John
Barth talked of abandoning the literature of exhaustion for an essentially
parodic mode of replenishment. Leslie Fiedler spoke of a new and radically
democratic art which would spurn the elitism of high modernism, bridge the
gap between mass and high culture, and undo the much vaunted and loftily
proclaimed ‘autonomy’ of modernist aesthetics.7 For such critics, postmod-
ernist ‘surface’ was the contemporary period’s more democratic equivalent of
Adorno’s negative aesthetics of modernism. By the early eighties, however,
the term had shifted from the description of a range of aesthetic practices
involving ‘double-coding’, playful irony, parody, parataxis, self-conscious-
ness, fragmentation and the mixing and meshing of high and popular culture,
to a use which encompassed a more general shift in thought and which seemed
to register a pervasive cynicism towards the progressivist ideals of modernity.

Postmodernism, at this point, began to take on the familiar cultural iden-
tity discussed earlier; it was now used in Jameson’s sense to designate a new
cultural epoch in which distinctions between critical and functional knowl-
edge break down as capitalism, in its latest consumerist phase, invades even
the unconscious and the Third World, leaving no remaining space and no
Archimedean point (philosophical or aesthetic) outside of culture. By 1984,
postmodernism was firmly established as a constellation of discourses and
preoccupations involving various repudiations of foundationalist thinking, a
range of aesthetic practices which similarly disrupt the modernist concept of
formal aesthetic autonomy and a variety of analyses of the present cultural
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mood or condition. Ihab Hassan described it as an ‘antinomian movement
that assumes a vast unmaking of the Western mind . . . an ontological rejec-
tion of the traditional full subject, the cogito of Western philosophy . . . an
epistemological commitment to minorities in politics, sex or language . . .
totalisation in human endeavour is potentially totalitarian’.8 If foundational-
ism required confidence in the ability of the rational enquirer to arrive at
foundations, then it would seem that the demise of one must entail the col-
lapse of the other. Moreover, if the philosophical project of the Enlightenment
was now under threat, if there could be no rational subject to be emancipated
and if every collectivity represented a false and exclusive totality, then the
political commitment to universal emancipation and justice must surely also
be under threat. By the 1980s, it seemed that postmodernism had challenged
every aspect of Enlightenment discourse and the entire foundation of moder-
nity: the autonomy of art, the grounding of epistemological certainty in the
rationalist subject, the political project of universal rights and emancipation
and even the objectivity and truth of science.

Postmodernism and art: from autonomy to aestheticism

The shift from autonomy to aestheticism may be regarded as paradigmatic of
the entire transition from modernism to postmodernism: in the relations of
high art to mass culture; the relation of knowledge to historical and social
contexts; of the concept of the self as a unified and rational whole; of the
concept of history as a teleological structure underpinned by universal laws.
Early literary postmodernism prefigures the later and broader cultural move-
ment in addressing its relations with modernism primarily in terms of the
concept of autonomy, a key term in the theorisation of modernism from the
early 1920s. In 1913, Clive Bell’s Art had argued for the absolute separation of
life and art; T. S. Eliot’s famous 1923 review of Joyce’s Ulysses (in The Dial)
would welcome his ‘mythic method’ as a deliverance from history;9 in 1929,
Eugene Jolas, the editor of the international modernist journal transition pro-
claimed that ‘the epoch when the writer photographed the life about him . . .
is happily drawing to a close. The new artist of the word has recognised the
autonomy of language.’10

The crisis in this concept of autonomy is decisive for an understanding of
the relationship between modernism and postmodernism in art, and also for
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the entire postmodern critique of modernity. The modern idea of autonomy
is derived from Kantian thought and is inextricably bound to the Kantian idea
of freedom and truth. Autonomy involves the capacity to act in accordance
with self-determined principles rationally formulated and not driven by irra-
tional impulses from within or tyrannical pressures from without. To be
autonomous is to transcend the phenomenality of material or historical
determination and to give the law unto oneself in a space constituted by
freedom. In Kantian ethics, it is associated with the idea of the categorical
imperative: the unconditional rule that each individual is free if he or she acts
in accordance with universalisable principles which respect other people as
ends in themselves and not as means to one’s own ends. Transferred to the aes-
thetic, Kantian universalism entails that art is its own end, that it creates its
own universe, one structured according to internal rules not applicable or
subordinate to or interchangeable with the imperatives of other orders
outside the aesthetic: those of politics, morality, science or philosophy.

The postmodern critique of modernist literary autonomy has tended to
pursue one of two paths. The first addresses the place of art in mass culture
and, in particular, the process of ‘dedifferentiation’ whereby consumer
culture appropriates the forms and surfaces of high art or where a highbrow
literary culture gradually absorbs and reformulates the generic modes of
popular and mass culture.11 The second addresses the ethics of autonomy, the
recognition that if the price of autonomy may be aesthetic withdrawal from
historical engagement, then the price of aestheticisation might be a collapse
of ethics and politics into art: the speculative projection of art onto history,
and its dangerous degeneration into the kinds of unselfconscious mythmak-
ing associated with recent fascist politics.

Advocates of postmodernism, however, regard the challenge to the concept
of autonomy as an honest recognition of the complicity of all art with the cul-
tural assumptions of its time and a welcome sign of the collapse of the cultu-
ral hegemony of a beleaguered leisure class anxious to defend its privileges
against the tides of mass culture and political democratisation. For such com-
mentatators, aesthetic autonomy was a way of refusing or containing radical
energies or feelings and might therefore be seen as complicit with that ‘iron
cage of rationality’ constitutive of bourgeois culture through its strategies
and ethics of control.

Battle-lines have similarly been drawn over the issue of the ethical implica-
tions of the transition from autonomy to aestheticism. In a technologised
mass society, human beings may begin to project their perfect aesthetic worlds
onto history, to play God with the real. The religion of art within a secularised
and urbanised culture might become a blueprint for pogroms, torture and
genocide. It is all very well proclaiming the religion of art, but what are the
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consequences if that religion begins to proselytise, to seek converts, to make
claims for its powers to regenerate a consumer-driven world of history which
is bereft of spiritual direction or formal coherence? Writers and artists in the
1960s seemed suddenly to recognise the fascistic potential of a liberated aes-
theticism, the force of Walter Benjamin’s argument that it was the projection
of a decadent aestheticist symbolism onto the sphere of history which had
created the barbarous idealisms of Nazi Germany. In the early 1940s, Karl
Popper had observed that art masquerading as science in the guise of meta-
physics might produce a dangerous historicism, an aestheticist perfectionism.
W. H. Auden’s ‘The Poet and the City’ (1963), Borges’ ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis
Tertius’ (1964), Frank Kermode’s The Sense of an Ending (1967), Iris
Murdoch’s The Flight From the Enchanter (1956) were some of the earliest lit-
erary expressions of a recognition that heightened aesthetic self-reflexivity
might be more than self-indulgent play with language games.12 The metafic-
tional strategies of postmodernism might serve an ethical function in a world
which increasingly, and dangerously, neglects to discriminate between differ-
ent orders of fictionality.

Postmodern writers have tended to adopt one of two responses to the diffi-
culties thrown up by such insights: either to move further into aesthetic auton-
omy in a gesture of reductio ad absurdum which insulates art as absolute
fictionality; or to self-consciously explore ways to retain art’s magic without
capitulation to a dangerous enchantment (the way of magic realism, historio-
graphic metafiction, of novelists such as Calvino, Spark, Murdoch and
Pynchon). Samuel Beckett, a writer whose work draws on both modes, and
whose writing spans the period of high modernism and early postmodernism,
was a crucial figure in the aesthetic transition from one to the other. In
Beckett’s parodic Cartesian universe, human consciousness, split off from
that defective machine which is the body, longs to retreat into a purely ratio-
nal or aesthetic space where internal coherence might subsume nature
through language into the shape of a perfect Platonic circle. His works are full
of a priori language games and much of the comedy is derived from the dis-
junction between the intensity of their pursuit and the futility of their import.
The fascination with purely autonomous enclosed systems is both recognition
of the seductions of syllogistic logic and a satire on its limitations. His char-
acters, the Malones, Mahoods and Worms in The Trilogy, desperately but
comically attempt to arrive at the certainty of selfhood as pure thinking,
attempt to arrive, that is, at the condition of pure Cartesian reduction. Not
only do they fail, of course, but the very effort is intended to bring the reader
to a recognition that everything excluded as waste under the sign of pure
autonomy also happens to be everything we normally value as life.
Intelligibility does not arise out of the algorithmic self-reflexivity of the
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autonomous system (whatever its seductions) and Beckett’s avowed intention
throughout his writing was to ‘find a form in which to accommodate the
mess’.13 Postmodern self-reflexive play comes in many varieties; as with mod-
ernist aesthetics, blanket dismissals are as inappropriate as generalised
paeans. Modernist autonomy might represent an aristocratic disdain for a
vulgar and commercialised culture or a Nietzschean recommendation of aes-
thetic fictionality as a substitute for metaphysical presence; its repudiation or
ironisation might represent a rejection of the former or an awareness of the
potential dangers of the latter.

Politics, epistemology and postmodernism

How does the concern with autonomy enter the politics of the postmodern
critique of modernity? Like its artists and writers, postmodern thinkers have
recognised that one of the effects of modernity is that knowledge reflexively
enters and shapes experience in the world and is then shaped by it in an
unprecedentedly self-conscious fashion. Once knowledge is thus reconceived
in constructivist or situational terms, however, then rationality may no longer
be grounded in a self which is somehow transparent to itself; truth may no
longer be discovered by a rationality capable of fathoming its own founda-
tions. In this sphere of postmodernism, therefore, critique has focused on the
modern idea of the autonomy of the self and of those metanarratives which
have claimed to ground knowledge by standing outside of history.
Postmodernism registers a pervasive crisis in the Romantic-modern under-
standing of selfhood as founded upon a unitary subjectivity striving towards
a goal of perfect internal coherence and satisfying correspondence with the
world outside the self (a crisis already implicit in the Marxist critique of
Hegelian idealism, in the Freudian assault on rationality, in Nietzsche’s
deconstruction of metaphysics as an expression of the will-to-power and in
the poststructuralist critique of representation). Postmodernism defines itself
in contradistinction to earlier rationalist and empiricist modes of thinking:
against a Platonic objective idealism in which truth resides in a transcendent
sphere of ideal forms; against an empiricist reflectionism in which mind
appears as a glassy essence; and against a Kantian transcendental idealism in
which historical and contingent subjectivity is subsumed into categorical and
a priori mental structures which provide the universal contours of space, time,
identity and the conditions for knowledge.

Postmodern uncertainty thus replaces modern (pre-emptive) doubt. If it is
impossible to move beyond and outside of our instruments of interrogation
(primarily language) in order to make contact with truths in the world, then
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dialogue must replace dialectic (Socratic or Hegelian) and hermeneutic ‘con-
versation’ must be substituted for the rigours of Cartesian ‘method’. In poli-
tics, there can be no universal subject of emancipation; no pure procedural
justice derived from a ‘view from nowhere’ and grounding the discourse of
equality and individual rights; no universally acknowledged concept of the
‘good’ derived from the telos of history. Liberalism and Marxism, the two
main emancipatory discourses of modernity, can no longer legitimate them-
selves in universally acceptable terms. Politics therefore becomes ‘micropoli-
tics’: the exercise at best of a situated rationality and a conversational practice
grounded in the internal practices and claims of particular groups or commu-
nities. Claims to universality are to be regarded as strategies of exclusion and
domination.

As with the issue of autonomy in the relations between aesthetic modern-
ism and postmodernism, this epistemological critique of the autonomy of the
subject and of subject-centred reason is at the heart of political debates
between postmodernists and their critics. Feminists such as Hekman, Flax
and Jardine have welcomed postmodernism as the most radical critique avail-
able of the ‘masculinist epistemology of modernity’.14 Communitarian post-
Marxists such as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have viewed the
postmodern critique of modernity as exposing the sterility of liberal proced-
uralism in its refusal to acknowledge the need for publicly debated and sub-
stantive vocabularies of the ‘good’; and, secondly, the dangerous complicity of
Marxism with an axiomatic rationality destructive of truly democratic com-
munity in its ‘scientific’ and non-negotiable outline of a metanarrative of
history. For them, postmodernism has revealed that it is possible to explore
ways to preserve the emancipatory ideals of modernity whilst dispensing with
its epistemological foundations.15

Again, however, critics of postmodernism such as Christopher Norris,
Terry Eagleton and John Gray have presented a very different picture of the
political implications of postmodernism, regarding its strategies as a desper-
ate and decadent pastiche of genuine political discourses of emancipation
which require either a concept of subjectivity as a coherent and intentional
agency and/or a structural understanding of cultural, economic and political
realities which can provide a foundation for collective agreements about the
nature of the good. In their view, postmodernism fails on both counts. On
the one hand, it merely represents an absurd or facile reductio ad absurdum of
the classic liberal principle of negative liberty into the restless and empty
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libertarianism of a subjectivity without a self caught in the ever-spiralling
dialectic of need and desire of a self-perpetuating freemarket economy; and,
on the other hand, it collapses into a paranoid neo-Hegelianism where the
positive liberty of Sittlichkeit or the republican ideal of discovering the self
within the practices of civil society is turned into a monolithic cultural deter-
minism from which the only escape must be into a textualist void of freedom
as jouissance, consumer hedonism or criticism as freeplay. Indeed, Eagleton
views postmodernism as a kind of manic-depressive disorder, oscillating
between the poles of textualist euphoria and constructivist dystopia, both
underlyingly expressive of a desiring but decentred subjectivity, obsessed with
freedom but with nothing to be free for, in a society which can only be
regarded as an oppressive constraint and curb on such freefloating desire. In
this analysis, if the only model of freedom is a kind of libertarian pastiche of
negative liberty, where the self who might embody that freedom no longer
exists, then the much vaunted ‘difference’ of postmodern politics simply
becomes an end in itself with no other purposive goals.

Postmodernism as philosophical critique

Reading such polarised accounts of postmodernism, one wonders indeed if
the various critics and commentators are actually talking about the same
thing. Straw men are set up and knocked down at every turn of a postmodern
discussion, so it comes as no surprise that one prominent social theorist has
declared that postmodernism is ‘the most sterile and boring intellectual move-
ment ever to emerge’.16 Perhaps one way to gain some purchase on these
manouevres is to consider postmodernism as dividing into two modes derived
from separate philosophical precursors: a strong and a weaker version, each
with its own deconstructive and reconstructive orientation. Strong postmod-
ernism emerges out of the poststructuralist reading of Nietzsche and weak
postmodernism out of the hermeneutic reading of Heidegger.17 Deconstructive
versions usually concentrate on the critique of Enlightenment epistemology
and reconstructive versions on the attempt to build an alternative system of
values, a new ethics out of or in relation to this epistemological revision.
Firstly let us consider the ‘strong’ version.

In a famous statement in The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche declared:
‘Henceforth my dear philosophers, let us be on our guard against the
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dangerous old conceptual fiction that posited a pure will-less, painless, time-
less knowing subject . . . There is only a perspectival knowing.’18 Nietzsche
launched the first thoroughgoing critique of the idea of foundational truth
and of the rational subject. For strong postmodernists, this position entails
that philosophy must relinquish its claims to scientific status and embrace its
true nature as poetry or art. Probably the most quoted sentence in the entire
discourse of postmodernism is his assertion that truth is simply a ‘mobile
army of metaphors, metonyms and anthropomorphisms – in short a sum of
human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed and embellished
poetically and rhetorically’. Like ‘coins which have lost their pictures’, the his-
torical origins of truth have simply been rubbed away and covered over with
the rhetoric of objectivity and metaphysics. As far as human reason is con-
cerned the only rational thing we know is what little reason we have. It is
man’s needs and not his reason which interpret the world and truth is simply
‘the will to be master over the multiplicity of sensations – to classify phenom-
ena into definite categories’.19

Accordingly, ‘strong’ deconstructive postmodernism tends to champion
perspectivism in the mode of absolute ‘difference’; to prefer nominalism over
classification and to abhor ‘totalities’ as productive of a dangerous utopian-
ism which would legislate for this world on the basis of an empty dream of the
future. Its practitioners prefer performance and rhetoric over discovery and
truth and, accepting the incommensurability of all language games, they also
promote ‘micropolitical action’ over consensual or revolutionary politics.
Axiomatic for this position is Lyotard’s rejection of any claim to knowledge
which makes an explicit appeal to some grand narrative. The Enlightenment
pursuit of such ‘grand narratives’ is seen as a manifestation of the will to
power. Seeking his telos in the mastery of nature, man has imposed on the
living present the supreme fiction of an imaginary future of perfect justice,
truth and emancipation.The postmodern repudiation of Enlightenment is
synonymous with the refusal of Romantic-modern prometheanism, of ‘the
solace of good forms, the consensus of a taste which would make it possible
to share collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable’.20

Richard Rorty may be considered, like Lyotard, to be a strong postmodern-
ist. Though he shares Lyotard’s anti-representationalism and his critique of
metaphysical foundations, Rorty is less confident about the social effects of
postmodern textualism. He sees the ironist theorist revelling in his experi-
mental language games as a stimulus to his own private imagination, but one
that is purchased at the expense of moral engagement and solidarity with his
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fellow human beings. For Rorty, the political agenda of the poststructuralist
critique is largely wasted effort because its textualism is complicit with the
idealism that it claims to overthrow and which was in any case also largely a
distraction (‘a sideshow’) from that piecemeal, practical social reform which
has been the real engine of progress.21 Whereas, for Lyotard, consensus is an
outmoded value and no longer a viable basis for a theory of justice, for Rorty,
we must seek a ‘detheoreticised sense of community’ achieved through pub-
licly shared vocabularies, ‘beautiful ways of harmonising interests, rather
than sublime ways of detaching oneself from others’ interests’.22 Both share
the Nietzschean repudiation of metaphysical foundations and metanarratives
of truth but whereas, for Lyotard, this entails an atomistic version of negative
liberty, for Rorty, it requires the reconstruction of social consensus without
recourse to final vocabularies and epistemological guarantees.

What makes Rorty ‘strong’ in his postmodernism, despite his defence of
consensus as the basis for democracy, is the textualist insistence that society
can only be transformed without violence through an aesthetic version of
genetic engineering where it is vocabularies and not genes which determine
the kind of life we shall lead. Rather than search for scientific proof or meta-
physical certainty or even a structural analysis of social inequality, we should
recognise that the way to improve the world is through the artificial mutation
and manipulation of vocabularies: ‘the method is to redescribe lots and lots of
things in new ways, until you have created a pattern of linguistic behaviour
which will tempt the rising generation to adopt it, thereby causing them to
look for appropriate forms of non-linguistic behaviour’.23 Though Rorty dis-
tances himself from strong postmodernism’s deployment of rhetorics of the
sublime, his own (admittedly slightly tongue-in-cheek) use of an aesthetic of
the beautiful still places him in the textualist camp.

Just as Nietzsche may be regarded as the founding father of ‘strong’ post-
modernism, so the legacy of Martin Heidegger, and the tradition of hermeneu-
tics which arises from his philosophy of being-in-the-world, may be regarded as
the significant starting point for what I have referred to as ‘weak’ postmodern-
ism. Unlike strong postmodernism, the weak version may accept the human
need to invest in grand-ish narratives, though its proponents reject the useful-
ness or validity of monocausal varieties and insist that all knowledge is embed-
ded or situated in particular cultural practices or traditions. Weak
deconstructive postmodernists vary in their evaluation of the ‘Enlightenment
project’, but tend to be united in the view that the modern commitment to
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21 See Richard Rorty, ‘Nineteenth-Century Idealism and Twentieth-Century Textualism’, in
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justice and emancipation does not require metaphysical grounding.Their cri-
tique tends to focus on the sterile formalism of rationalist thought and on its
mistaken ideal of homeless freedom. Although weak postmodernists oppose
axiomatically the Cartesian attempt to split reason from custom, the body or
tradition, they may sometimes wish to retain the ideal of a disembodied and
transcendental subject as a regulative principle underpinning epistemological
enquiry. The ‘view from nowhere’ is not entirely abandoned as a regulative prin-
ciple, but is certainly shorn of its transcendental pretensions and presented
simply as the capacity of the embodied subject to practice a negative capability
which can imaginatively project itself into and inhabit the view of other
embodied subjects in the world. So, for anti-Kantian and weak aestheticists
such as Martha Nussbaum, the novel becomes a better way of doing moral phi-
losophy than the attempt to arrive at ethical understanding through the
abstract proceduralism of the categorical imperative. Weak postmodernists
avoid the utopian seductiveness of the ‘strong’ perspectivism of a ‘view from
everywhere’ and the protean, fluid and centreless subjectivity which underpins
it, but they also insist that all understanding is situated and contextual.

For Heidegger, modernity is to be characterised by a denial or disavowal of
being-in-the-world. A detached subjectivity has come to stand over against an
inert nature, looking, speculating, fixing and judging for its own ends.
Radically disembedded from the world, an instrumental rationalism distorts
nature into the shape of its own fictionally projected telos. But, says
Heidegger, ‘in clarifying being-in-the-world we have shown that a bare subject
without a world never . . . is . . . given’.24 Heidegger’s influence on weak decon-
structive postmodernism is most obviously felt in the work of Hans-Georg
Gadamer whose Truth and Method (1960) argues that there can be no
Archimedean point outside of culture from which to achieve ‘objective knowl-
edge’. Understanding exists entirely in relation to the perspectives (or ‘preju-
dices’) provided for us through our cultural traditions. Critical knowledge is
simply the partial recognition of particular prejudices through exposure to
forms of relative otherness which allow one to repossess the self expanded
through the incorporation of other (prejudicial) ways of seeing. Prejudice
becomes the precondition for, rather than the negation of, Enlightenment,
though neither world nor self can ever be possessed in any final sense.

Science, literature and literary criticism

The most recent and perhaps inevitable drift of the postmodern critique of
epistemology, the move from autonomy to aestheticism, is into the realm of
the cognitive in the shape of science. I say ‘inevitable’ since science must rep-
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resent the last bastion of modernity and, indeed, some commentators have
viewed postmodernism as an attempt to end the epistemic hegemony of
science. On this terrain of what postmodernists regard as the ‘culture wars’
and scientists prefer to call the ‘science wars’, a triumphalist postmodern aes-
theticism encounters perhaps its most ferocious rival yet: a rejuvenated scien-
tism, fortified most recently by molecular biology and the claim that genetics
can explain everything from why we choose the partners we do to the way we
use language and the reasons why nations go to war. As always, it would seem,
postmodernism is curiously complicit with some aspects of this latest scien-
tific thinking: both have deconstructed the humanist consciousness and both
leave unresolved difficult ethical (and legal) questions about the nature of
human responsibility in their respective deterministic landscapes. The two,
however, are deeply at war. For the ire of scientists such as Lewis Wolpert,
Richard Dawkins and Alan Sokal has been drawn not so much by the on-
going and value-oriented Romantic-hermeneutic critique of scientism (reach-
ing back as far as Schiller’s indictment of a Newtonian mechanics which had
plunged the world into a value-shorn and ‘monotonous round of ends’, and
now rejuvenated in the expressions of concern about the need for ethical con-
straints upon genetic engineering), but most emphatically by the far more
radical postmodern critique of the very epistemological foundations of
science.25

Sociologists of science have joined forces with postmodernists to claim not
only the cultural situatedness and ideological constructedness of even scien-
tific knowledge, but also the unverifiability of any reality affirmed by scientific
claims or proofs. Scientific theory, it is argued, may be empirically adequate
without necessarily describing the world at all. Scientific discourses use
models and metaphors from everyday language already imbued with ideolog-
ical slants and suggestive connotations. The idea of the autonomy of art as a
unique kind of ostensive experience, one which could give back ‘the world’s
body’, was central in the Romantic-modern opposition to the calculative
thinking of science. Again, in the move to postmodernism, the basic strategy
is one of aestheticisation where science too will be exposed as fictionality, as
yet another ‘mobile army of metaphors’.

Lyotard would draw (often implicitly) on the radical interpretation of the
epistemology of the New Sciences of the 1920s, to underpin his argument for
the postmodern turn in knowledge as one involving a repudiation of modern
pre-emptive Doubt for an all-pervasive and aestheticising postmodern
Uncertainty. In effect, Lyotard’s argument relies on the use of New Science to
legitimate his argument for the end of the legitimacy of science.The move
allows him to aestheticise science and then to exploit the fact that it is still,
after all, science, to offer a legitimation of postmodern aestheticism, giving
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postmodernism the borrowed authority of science on the grounds that aes-
thetic knowing was always the only kind of knowledge that we can have.26 Not
only, however, is Lyotard still using science to legitimate his argument for the
end of science, he is still working implicitly with a correspondence model of
truth (even as he denies its very possibility), seeking a language authorised by
its mirroring of the external reality we call ‘nature’, but ‘nature’ reconstructed
as a radical indeterminacy.

Not surprisingly, literary criticism has been immensely receptive to these
ideas. There always was a problem for an increasingly professionalised disci-
pline caught between the desire to be ‘scientific’, on the one hand, and to treat
the text as an object in the world, and the impulse to be creatively empathetic
on the other, and to recognise the text as the subjective expression of a unique
intentional consciousness. There still is a problem about reducing conscious-
ness to an entity available to the procedures of ‘objective’ research. The prag-
matist solution offered by postmodernism is useful because it circumvents
larger questions about mind and more specific problems about the nature of
critical knowledge or the possibility of a ‘validity in interpretation’ which
would not be the outcome of a reductive scientism. If we cannot establish the
grounds for believing one interpretation to be more ‘true’ than another, then
we can claim that the text is simply more useful for one set of purposes than
another and then pursue a ‘strategic’ reading (political, moral, social etc.). We
may then simply judge the text in terms of how well it does this job that we ask
of it, and thereby exclude the issue of whether it is appropriate in the first
place to demand of it this particular function. The position is summed up in
Stanley Fish’s claim that ‘interpretation is not the art of construing but the art
of constructing. Interpreters do not decode poems; they make them.’27

Knowledge is an art of invention and not a science of discovery.
Paradoxically, one might argue that the orientation towards relativism has

been further sustained because it appeals to the desire to give literary criticism
a clear political function in the world. Though relativism and politicisation
would seem to be naturally opposed (in that relativism must abandon the
Marxist distinction between ‘truth’ or ‘science’ and ‘ideology’ and because a
marginal position cannot therefore claim any greater truth status for itself
than a normative one), the assumption now seems to be that relativism at least
evens up the contest. Performance and rhetoric (Rorty’s new vocabularies)
will then determine the outcome. To be authentic in this postmodern condi-
tion is simply to ‘privilege’ the reading that suits our purposes and to admit
the indistinguishable fictionality of all interpretative models. Within the logic
of incommensurability we cannot evaluate other language games within the
terms of our own (or even recognise them) and any attempt at old-fashioned
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humanistic understanding will simply represent an imperialistic subsumption
of the ‘other’ into the structures of our own desire. If we still desire to ‘theo-
rise’, then we can practise postmodern theory as a game of (Popperian)
pseudo-science, assuming that it is neither open to refutation nor verification.
We can give up on the difficult business of Doubt as an open-ended struggle,
actively seeking disconfirmation of premises and hypotheses in the evidence
of the text before us or of history behind us, and simply enjoy the artistry of
the patterns that we create.

This is something of a caricature of course. It is to play postmodernism at
one of its own favourite games of reductio ad absurdum. It is also why the
critical imperative now, for literary practitioners, philosophers and political
theorists, must be that we learn from the lessons of postmodernism how to
find a way out of the postmodern condition. Literary criticism can never be an
exact ‘science’, but neither is it the same kind of fiction-making activity as
‘art’. Postmodernism has taught us the importance of ‘difference’ and
bequeathed an important legacy to postcolonialism, feminism and other
kinds of political criticism. Its particular epistemological project, however,
has reached a dead-end and there is little point any longer in shuffling
amongst the remains. The exit from postmodernism for literary criticism lies
somewhere in that excluded middle between the concepts of autonomy and
aestheticisation, science and art, as delineated in this essay. It lies, in other
words, in our capacity to continue struggling toward the discrimination of
these orders without adopting either a naive aestheticism or an imperialistic
scientism; it lies in our recognition of the need to preserve some distinction
between intentional and natural objects; and in a continued resistance to the
seductive temptation simply to subsume one into the other.
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23

Words and things in phenomenology 
and existentialism

Clive Cazeaux

‘To live or to recount . . . You have to choose.’1 This is the dilemma facing
Roquentin in Sartre’s Nausea (1938): one either involves oneself in the world
of action or exists in a state of distant, conceptual abstraction. Existentialism
is a philosophy of the gap, the gap between concepts and experience. It affects
both ethics and epistemology. On the one hand, how does one represent –
through art, literature or philosophy – lived experience? On the other, how
does one live in a world increasingly defined through representation, where
‘representation’ can extend from the self-image of the individual to the
human possibilities created by advances in technology? Sartre’s disavowal of
the substantive Cartesian self might give the impression that he is advocating
an amoral nihilism. However, he in fact wants an immersed, committed exis-
tence, an adventure or a project, but is all too aware that the order granted by
concepts and grammar is only to be found in literature, and not available to
the individual. In this chapter, I examine the relationship between art, philos-
ophy and experience in phenomenology and existentialism. I concentrate on
Sartre and suggest points of contact between his ideas and the work of
Nietzsche, Husserl, Levinas and Merleau-Ponty. The gap which Roquentin
opens for us between writing or living, I shall argue, is not another binarism
in the history of philosophy, demarcating two irreconcilable opposites, but a
state of affairs which, for Sartre, is an unavoidable aspect of our experiential
participation in the world.

Existentialism emerges from phenomenology, and this, in turn, derives
from transcendental idealism. The line can be traced back from de Beauvoir
and Sartre through Heidegger, Husserl, Nietzsche, Bergson, Brentano and,
ultimately, to Kant. Phenomenology asserts that we are immersed in the
world and implicated within it, as opposed to being observers whose
thoughts and actions are formulated at a distance from events. Kant is the
first to argue that our faculties are always already active in structuring the
world. His critical philosophy responds to the problems created by eigh-
teenth-century rationalism and empiricism theorising experience in terms of
dualisms: the mental and the physical with the former, and impressions and
ideas with the latter. Kant suggests that we might have more success in the
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task of metaphysics if we consider the hypothesis that our binary opposites
are actually interrelated. His ‘transcendental deduction’ in the Critique of
Pure Reason (1781, 1787) demonstrates that the conditions of possibility
of subjectivity are, at one and the same time, the conditions of possibility of
objectivity.2

Existentialism is a philosophy of action. The existentialist constructs
him- and herself through action. Platonic and Cartesian epistemologies
assert that human identities are determined either by substantive essences or
by complexes of clear and distinct ideas. The problem of the relation
between categoriality and action is considered by Kant in the Critique of
Practical Reason (1788): how can a universal moral imperative supplied by
reason in advance of experience show us how we ought to act in particular
situations?3 Although Kant shows that the a priori category anticipates and
structures the empirical particular, Sartre nevertheless maintains that cate-
gorial values are too ‘vague’, ‘too broad for the concrete and specific case’.4

He rejects outright the thesis that we are defined and motivated by a priori
concepts or essences: ‘the act is everything. Behind the act there is neither
potency nor “hexis” [a mysterious or magical impulse] nor virtue.’5 He rad-
ically rethinks the relation between concept and identity to show that it is
only through active transformation or engagement that people and things
acquire meanings.

For both phenomenology and existentialism, art is the process of becoming
par excellence. Phenomenology declares that past philosophy is misguided in
seeking necessary truths about the world because these can never be answerable
to the particularity and contingency of experience. In the absence of truth, there
is only art. As Nietzsche argues in ‘On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense’
(1873), there is no necessary correspondence between concept and object:

For between two absolutely different spheres, as between subject and object, there is
no causality, no correctness, and no expression; there is at most, an aesthetic relation:
I mean, a suggestive transference, a stammering relation into a completely foreign
tongue – for which there is required, in any case, a freely inventive intermediate
sphere and mediating force . . . A painter without hands who wished to express in
song the picture before his mind would, by means of this substitution of spheres, still
reveal more about the essence of things than does the empirical world.6
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2 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason (1781, 1787), trans. Norman Kemp Smith (London:
Macmillan, 1990), A84–130, B116–169, pp. 120–175.

3 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason (1788), trans. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1956).

4 Jean-Paul Sartre, ‘Existentialism and Humanism’, trans. Bernard Frechtman, Essays in
Existentialism, ed. Wade Baskin (New York: Citadel, 1995), p. 43.

5 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (1943), trans. Hazel Barnes (London: Routledge,
1990), p. xxii.

6 Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense’, Philosophy and Truth:
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Harvester, 1982), pp. 86–87.
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Removing the distinction between essence and appearance means the sensory
material with which we come into immediate contact is reality. Art, no longer
confined to surface impressions, becomes the process through which we shape
the world.

How does art do this? How, for phenomenology, does art, literature or
music impinge upon existence? In the phenomenological tradition from Kant
to Merleau-Ponty, the ontological significance of art and representation is
continually reasserted. Aesthetic experience is shown by Kant to be a state of
conceptual freeplay in which we are motivated to find concepts that can begin
to describe experience, and this process, he argues, is vital to the way in which
we assign concepts in our theoretical and moral undertakings. Heidegger
pursues the Kantian notion that there must be an a priori, preparatory struc-
ture which opens up the world to us in advance of experience. His fundamen-
tal ontology in Being and Time (1927) represents the conditions of possibility
which must abide for ontic or empirical objects to come into being and, later,
in ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ (1935), this capacity for ontic ‘disclosure’
(aletheia) is ascribed to art.7 Merleau-Ponty redefines the body as the refrac-
tory medium which creates experience and consciousness. The artist is
someone who, more than most, lives and thinks through a medium, for
instance, paint, stone, film, etc., and it is through the experience of art,
Merleau-Ponty claims, that we overcome dualistic alienation and encounter
the world-disclosing properties of our physical embodiment.8

Writing holds special significance for phenomenology because it entails the
application of concepts to experience, of generalities to particularities.
Phenomenology studies the conceptual distinctions we apply to experience
and, in particular, reacts against the ‘interior-exterior’ dualism imposed on
experience by empiricism and Cartesian rationalism. The fundamental
premise of phenomenology is that consciousness is always consciousness of
something: from the fact that we have experience, we can infer that this is
experience of an object or realm which is independent of experience. Given
this basic, intentional structure of experience, whereby one thing (experience)
can open out to become two things (experience of something), phenomenol-
ogy sets out to redescribe appearances. Questions regarding language and the
nature of description become paramount.

Husserl’s intention is to describe phenomena as they appear to con-
sciousness, independent of an everyday, uncritical commitment to the exis-
tence of other people, places, physical objects, causality, etc. In his later
philosophy – principally Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a
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Phenomenological Philosophy (1913) and Cartesian Meditations (1931) –
Husserl performs his phenomenological reduction in order to avoid the onto-
logical naïvety which, he claims, characterises our natural attitude to the
world:

This ‘phenomenological epoché’ or ‘parenthesizing’ of the objective world . . . does
not leave us confronting nothing. On the contrary, we gain possession of something
by it; and what we (or more accurately, what I, as the one who is meditating) acquire
by it is my pure living, with all the pure subjective processes making this up, along
with everything meant in them purely as meant in them; i.e., the world of
phenomena.9

However, Husserl’s epoché reduces the organisation of the world to the
most general, undifferentiated level possible, that is, to a mere something.
Consequently, how the philosopher proceeds from this bedrock of generality
is going to be governed by the contingencies and vagaries of whatever he or
she imports as their instruments of description. Derrida makes this point in
Speech and Phenomena (1967) against Husserl’s theory of meaning. Husserl
claims it is possible to form ‘objective expressions’ which describe experience
directly, free from any contingent bias or (in Derrida’s words) ‘indicative con-
tamination’.10 But, as Derrida shows, generating the objective expressions
involves a series of phrase substitutions which means that the identity Husserl
requires between word and phenomenon is not available to him.11

The question of writing is vital for Sartre. Writing introduces a gap
between consciousness and experience. The way in which verbal description
changes the experience to be described is transformed by Sartre into both a
theory of the self and an account of the committed writer. In the first few
pages of Being and Nothingness (1943), he draws our attention to the way in
which language can isolate and give the appearance of free-standing object-
hood to what is incapable of independent existence. With reference to
Laporte, Sartre affirms that ‘an abstraction is made when something not
capable of existing in isolation is thought of as in an isolated state’.12 For
example, Husserl follows Berkeley in insisting that ‘red is an abstraction
because colour cannot exist without form’.13

312 Philosophy, aesthetics and literary criticism

9 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations (1931), trans. Dorion Cairns (The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1960), p. 20. See also Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a
Phenomenological Philosophy (1913), trans. F. Kersten (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982).
Husserl proposes three ‘reductions’: transcendental, eidetic and phenomenological. The phen-
omenological reduction combines the transcendental and the eidetic in that it concentrates
upon our (transcendental) openness towards the essential (eidetic) givenness of objects.

10 Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Signs,
trans. David B. Allison (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1973), p. 94. Derrida
concentrates upon the the theory of meaning Husserl offers in Logical Investigations (1900),
trans. J. N. Findlay (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970). 11 Ibid., pp. 99–100.

12 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 3.
13 Ibid. Berkeley makes the same point against Locke’s distinction between primary and secon-

dary qualities and his abstract idea of substance.
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Sartre’s intention, in the opening sections of Being and Nothingness, is to
examine the thought process which generates two things out of one. If the
premise of your thesis is the mere fact that there is experience, how do you
‘abstract’ a world from this, how do you project yourself beyond subjectivity
to make contact with reality? ‘The first procedure of a philosophy’, Sartre
claims,

ought to be to expel things from consciousness and to re-establish its true connection
with the world, to know that consciousness is a positional consciousness of the
world. All consciousness is positional in that it transcends itself in order to reach an
object, and it exhausts itself in this same positing.14

There is, he announces, an ‘ontological proof’ to show that consciousness
can be consciousness of an object which is distinct from itself. The traditional
epistemological contrast between essences and appearances (which are
judged to conceal or mask their original essences in some way) is rejected in
favour of the notion that an appearance is the disclosure or revealing of its
essence: ‘the essence of an existent is no longer a property sunk in the cavity
of this existent; it is the manifest law which presides over the succession of its
appearances, it is the principle of the series’.15 However, an object does not
disclose all its possible appearances in one moment. Experience is successive:
a continuum in which aspects appear and disappear, in which appearances are
revealed and then withdrawn. Impressions move on: this object is not present
to me now in exactly the same way it was a moment ago. If all impressions
were present in one instant, the objective ‘would dissolve in the subjective’.16

Concentrating on the object as ‘the present impression’, as Berkeley and
Husserl do, does not create the ontological distance necessary to hold subject
and object apart. It is the concept of temporal non-identity, the possibility of
appearances other than the one I am currently having, which introduces the
required sense of otherness. An object is distinguished from consciousness
not by its presence but by its absence, ‘not by its plenitude, but by its nothing-
ness’: ‘to say that consciousness is consciousness of something is to say that it
must produce itself as a revealed-revelation of a being which is not it and
which gives itself as already existing when consciousness reveals it’.17

What is unique to consciousness is that it is the location of the perception
of absence: it is only in consciousness that the impression of something not
being the case can take place, for example, expecting to find thirty pounds in
my wallet but finding only twenty, or waiting in a café for a friend who never
turns up. As Sartre states:

Every question in essence posits the possibility of a negative reply. In a question we
question a being about its being or its way of being. This way of being or this being is
veiled; there always remains the possibility that it may unveil itself as a Nothingness.
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But from the very fact that we presume that an Existent can always be revealed as
nothing, every question supposes that we realize a nihilating withdrawal in relation
to the given, which becomes a simple presentation, fluctuating between being and
Nothingness.

It is essential therefore that the questioner have the permanent possibility of
dissociating himself from the causal series which constitutes being and which can
produce only being.18

It is the possibility of negation which disengages consciousness from the brute
causal order of the world; ‘this cleavage is precisely nothingness’.19 A cleavage
divides the present of consciousness from all its past, ‘not as a phenomenon
which it experiences, [but] rather as a structure of consciousness which it is’.20

Because this rupture in the causal order of the world is the structure of con-
sciousness for Sartre, there can never be a moment when consciousness is
identical with a self which can influence or determine its actions.
Consciousness is being-for-itself because it can never be identical with a
content, cause or thing. There is nothing which can compel me to adopt a par-
ticular form of conduct.21

Nausea lets us see how the structures of consciousness and writing are
linked for Sartre. The novel is a study of the non-identity between words and
experience. The central character, Antoine Roquentin, is living in Bouville
and trying to write a biography of the late eighteenth-century political acti-
vist Monsieur de Rollebon. However, he gives up the project when the minu-
tiae of his own life encroach on him with ever increasing detail and sublimity,
and convince him of the futility of trying to represent experience. The written
word will always distance you from experience, will never allow you to be
identical with the present. Writing alters the event. The novel’s first page out-
lines the diarist’s dilemma:

The best thing would be to write down everything that happens from day to day. To
keep a diary in order to understand. To neglect no nuances or little details, even if
they seem unimportant, and above all to classify them. I must say how I see this table,
the street, people, my packet of tobacco, since these are the things which have
changed. I must fix the exact extent and nature of this change.
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18 Ibid., p. 23. 19 Ibid., p. 27.
20 Ibid., pp. 28–29. This is the condition Sartre (following Kierkegaard) refers to as ‘anguish’.

Anguish is not the same as fear: ‘fear is fear of beings in the world whereas anguish is anguish
before myself’. Anguish is created in situations when I distrust myself or, more especially, my
reactions to the situation. Vertigo, Sartre suggests, is just as much fear of the precipice as it is
anguish at the possibility of me throwing myself over.

21 Human being cannot be defined or pinned-down conceptually in the same way that a thing
can: ‘the waiter in the café cannot be immediately a café waiter in the sense that this inkwell is
an inkwell, or the glass is a glass’ (ibid., p. 59). A manufactured object is produced in accor-
dance with a concept: it has a particular purpose or function and can be judged to be a super-
ior or an inferior product depending upon how well it fulfils its task. Bad faith occurs when
consciousness forgets ‘the nothingness of its being’ or, in other words, when the for-itself
adopts the mode of the in-itself (ibid., p. 47).
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For example, there is a cardboard box which contains my bottle of ink. I ought to
try to say how I saw it before and how I – – it now. Well, it’s a parallelepiped rectangle
standing out against – that’s silly, there’s nothing I can say about it. That’s what I
must avoid: I mustn’t put strangeness where there’s nothing. I think that is the danger
of keeping a diary: you exaggerate everything, you are on the look-out, and you
continually search the truth. On the other hand, it is certain that from one moment
to the next – and precisely in connexion with this box or any other object – I may
recapture this impression of the day before yesterday. I must always be prepared, or
else it might slip through my fingers again. I must never – – anything but note down
carefully and in the greatest detail everything that happens.22

The ellipses – ‘how I – – it now’ and ‘I must never – – anything’ – are acknowl-
edged in the text with the respective footnotes: ‘A word is missing here’ and ‘A
word has been crossed out here (possibly “force” or “forge”), and another
word has been written above it which is illegible.’ By leaving these gaps, Sartre
makes it apparent from the start that language introduces a specificity which
is not present in experience. The crossings-out are important: ‘force’, an exer-
tion of will or an impulse to change the state or position of an object; ‘forge’,
on the one hand, to give shape to what was originally shapeless or, on the
other, to copy, to fashion something which is inauthentic.

The task of verbal description, for Sartre, reflects the cognitive relationship
between being-for-itself (être-pour-soi, human being) and being-in-itself
(être-en-soi, the being of objects). Objects, he asserts, exist in themselves; they
belong to the in-itself. The being of objects is ‘full positivity’: ‘an immanence
which cannot realize itself, an affirmation which cannot affirm itself, an activ-
ity which cannot act, because it is glued to itself’.23 This makes objects opaque
for us. Objects resist us in the world, assert a counter-pressure against percep-
tion, because they never disclose themselves all at once. It is precisely because
things are to some degree closed to us that we have consciousness; conscious-
ness is the partial, sequential disclosedness of things. Just as the appearance
and disappearance of phenomena enable the perception of absence, so the
application of general categories to particular experience puts experience at a
distance, creates a phenomenological opening between writer and experience.
As soon as Roquentin describes the bark of the tree-root as ‘black’, he feels
‘the word subside, empty itself of its meaning with an extraordinary speed.
Black? The root was not black, it was not the black there was on that piece of
wood – it was . . . something else.’24

This opening occurs not just as a result of the difference between particular
and universal, but also because judgement affects the situation. Writing gives
order and significance to something which is ‘not yet there’:

When you are living, nothing happens. The settings change, people come in and go
out, that’s all. There are never any beginnings. Days are tacked on without rhyme or
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22 Sartre, Nausea, p. 9. 23 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. xli. 24 Sartre, Nausea, p. 186.
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reason, it is an endless, monotonous addition . . . But when you tell about life,
everything changes; only it’s a change nobody notices: the proof of that is that
people talk about true stories. As if there could possibly be such things as true
stories; events take place one way and we recount them the opposite way. You appear
to begin at the beginning: ‘It was a fine autumn evening in 1922. I was a solicitor’s
clerk at Marommes.’ And in fact you have begun at the end.25

Sartre is building on Heidegger here, in particular, the distinction he draws
in Being and Time between ‘readiness-to-hand’ (Zuhandenheit) and ‘pres-
ence-at-hand’ (Vorhandenheit).26 The former denotes the state of busy,
immersed occupation in which we deal with everyday activities, where objects
are simply zones of interaction diffused into the greater backdrop of our
routine intentions. For example, you walk across the zebra-crossing on your
way to work but are not aware of the exact number of stripes. ‘Presence-at-
hand’ refers to occasions when, for whatever reason, we are stopped in our
tracks and what was formerly the mere furniture of existence stands out as a
thing, against a background, whose nature suddenly becomes of detached
perceptual or conceptual interest. This, Sartre observes, is what writing does.
Imposing a subject-predicate structure on otherwise diffuse interaction
breaks (in Heidegger’s idiom) the ‘referential totality’ of equipment and lights
up the thing so that it ‘announces itself afresh’.27

To write is to act. In the absence of any metaphysical given, order has to be
made. Nausea can be regarded as the diary of someone coming to terms with
the realisation that writing does not capture experience but, instead, disrupts
experience, announces the existence of things, gives experience shape and
form. Sartre has particular views on just how this takes place. In ‘What is
Writing?’ (1947), he argues that, of all the arts, prose is the only form of rep-
resentation which returns us to the world.28 For the prose writer, he claims,
words are ‘transparent’.29 This is an unfortunate metaphor, since it is asso-
ciated historically with the philosophical ideal of passing through concepts to
things in themselves. But this is not Sartre’s meaning. The prose writer makes
his or her words transparent so that their readers ‘may assume full respon-
sibility before the object which has been thus laid bare’.30 Prose ‘utilizes’
words as signs: ‘The ambiguity of the sign’, he suggests, ‘implies that one can
penetrate it at will like a pane of glass and pursue the thing signified, or turn
one’s gaze towards its reality and consider it as an object’.31 Sartre likens prose
to an instrument:

Prose is first of all an attitude of mind. As Valéry would say, there is prose when the
word passes across our gaze as the glass across the sun. When one is in danger or in
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25 Ibid., pp. 61–63. 26 Heidegger, Being and Time, §§15–16, pp. 95–107.
27 Ibid., §16, pp. 105–107. The interconnections between readiness-to-hand, presence-at-hand,

and the further ontological categories of ‘care’ (Sorge) and ‘worldhood’ (Weltlichkeit) form
part of Heidegger’s ‘preparatory fundamental analysis’ of Dasein (human ‘being’), §§39–44.

28 Jean-Paul Sartre, ‘What is Writing?’, What is Literature?, trans. Bernard Frechtman (London:
Routledge, 1998). 29 Ibid., p. 15. 30 Ibid., p. 14. 31 Ibid., p. 5.
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difficulty one grabs any instrument. When the danger is past, one does not even
remember whether it was a hammer or a stick; moreover, one never knew; all one
needed was a prolongation of one’s body, a means of extending one’s hand to the
highest branch. It was a sixth finger, a third leg, in short, a pure function which one
assimilated. Thus, regarding language, it is our shell and our antennae; it protects us
against others and informs us about them; it is a prolongation of our senses, a third
eye which is going to look into our neighbour’s heart.32

In contrast, the forms of painting, sculpture, music and poetry exist as
things and, as such, have a density of their own which ‘withdraws’ the audi-
ence from the human condition:33

The writer can guide you and, if he describes a hovel, make it seem the symbol of
social injustice and provoke your indignation. The painter is mute. He presents you
with a hovel, that’s all. You are free to see in it what you like. That attic window will
never be the symbol of misery; for that, it would have to be a sign, whereas it is a
thing. The bad painter looks for the type. He paints the Arab, the Child, the Woman;
the good one knows that neither the Arab nor the proletarian exists either in reality
or on his canvas. He offers a workman, a certain workman. And what are we to think
about a workman? An infinity of contradictory things. All thoughts and feelings are
there, adhering to the canvas in a state of profound undifferentiation. It is up to you
to choose.34

Painting is phenomenal. Thus, Sartre reasons, the painter, in serving up
another portion of material reality, is not taking a stance, is not contributing
to moral discussion. After experiencing a painting, you are no better off than
you were before. You are left with the same uninformed choice. Poetry is
accused of amorality on similar grounds. As a result of the formalist and
structuralist ‘crises in language’ at the turn of the century, Sartre suggests,
poetry is now language made phenomenal. The poet no longer uses words as
signs but as ‘images’ or ‘things’: traps ‘to catch a fleeing reality rather than as
indicators which throw him out of himself into the midst of things’.35

Rimbaud’s ‘strangeness’ ‘is no longer a meaning but a substance’.36

We are dealing with an ontology of action. Shape has to be given to experi-
ence not in a way which isolates objects and distances us from them but in a
way which makes them available to us. Sartre’s main objection against the arts
concerns their materiality. This is not meant in a literal sense, as poetry is
included. Neither is it a condemnation of mimesis, as music and poetry are
targeted. Instead, ‘materiality’ refers to the internal, substantive world
created by a work: ‘the significance of a melody – if one can still speak of sig-
nificance – is nothing outside the melody itself’.37 Modern poetry, he avows,
manipulates words in a way which trips up the reader. The contrast is, once
again, Heidegger’s Zuhandenheit-Vorhandenheit distinction, but it is being
put to a different use. Poetry, painting and music represent experiences as
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things present-at-hand, like broken implements, incapable of facilitating
action in the world, whereas prose represents events in a way which carries a
sense of ‘ready-to-hand’ engagement. Prose, for Sartre, organises experience
in a manner which does not draw attention to itself as an external or extra-
experiential form of organisation. This is an implicit form of Platonism: the
thing-like phenomenality of the artwork deludes us into appreciating art for
itself and distracts us from our true being in the world.

There is a difference of opinion among phenomenologists over verbal and
visual signification. Whereas Sartre asserts that word and image signify in
radically different respects, the two exist side-by-side in the dynamic
Nietzsche creates between the Apollinian and the Dionysian. Words and
images, Nietzsche argues in The Birth of Tragedy (1872), transform ‘the
inchoate, intangible reflection of the primordial pain in music’ into ‘a specific
symbol or example’.38 Under the lyric Apollinian dream inspiration, music
reveals itself to the Dionysian artist as a ‘symbolic dream image’.39

Furthermore, Nietzsche does not recognise the art versus reality divide to
which Sartre seems to return. He constructs his dynamic in such a way that the
distinction Sartre would like to make between art that points to the world and
art that points to itself can never be firmly maintained. The ‘beautiful illu-
sion’ of the Apollinian dream world always declares itself as ‘mere appear-
ance’ and encourages us ‘amid the dangers and terrors of dreams’ to say ‘It is
a dream! I will dream on!’40 But singing and dancing ‘under the charm of the
Dionysian’, we become enchanted: we have ‘forgotten how to walk and speak
and [are] on the way toward flying into the air’.41 Thus, Apollo veils reality
under illusion, and Dionysius enchants us; neither gives us the world.

We only think the image distances us from the world, Merleau-Ponty
declares, because we derive our understanding of it from the dualistic philos-
ophies of rationalism and empiricism. Both epistemologies, he avers, config-
ure knowledge as a binary relation between idea or impression and thing and
so create for themselves the problem of a representation which stands before
and conceals the world behind it. In response, he offers a theory which shows
how knowledge and the traditional dualities of philosophy follow or emerge
from our monistic condition as active, embodied entities located in the physi-
cal world. As he argues in ‘Eye and Mind’ (1961), an essay on contemporary
drawing, the image does not stand before its object as a copy or a duplicate
but, instead, is an expression of the gestural possibilities and restrictions
which exist between artist, medium, and object.42

Levinas, however, would seem to share the Platonism underlying Sartre’s
distinction between word and image. In ‘Reality and its Shadow’, written in
1948, one year after Sartre’s ‘What is Writing?’, Levinas argues that a ‘fissure’
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38 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), trans. Walter Kaufman (New York: Vintage,
1967), §5, p. 49. 39 Ibid., §5, p. 49. 40 Ibid., §1, pp. 34–35. 41 Ibid., §1, p. 37.

42 Merleau-Ponty, ‘Eye and Mind’, p. 144.
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or an ‘interval’ (called the ‘meanwhile’) exists between art and reality. The gap
comes about, he maintains, because art is a ‘doubling of reality’, like a shadow,
and has a ‘density of its own’.43 Art is amoral, for Levinas, like Plato, in that it
constitutes ‘a dimension of evasion’: we become preoccupied with it at the
expense of our obligation to deal with the world.44 It is only through concep-
tual, philosophical criticism that art can be re-integrated into human affairs.
Critics work not with phenomenal particularities but with conceptual gener-
alities. They lack ‘the force to arouse realities’ and so, instead, must ‘speak in
enigmas, by allusions, by suggestion, in equivocations’.45 The inherent incom-
pleteness of their medium, Levinas asserts (and here he departs from Plato),
means they are more attentive to their rootedness in the world among others.

Sartre’s distinction is between ‘committed’ art that points to the world and
art that is pre-occupied with itself, ‘art for art’s sake’. The latter is being
rebuked because it is a form of representation which does not offer any moral
commentary. It is often assumed that the self-referentiality of an artwork pre-
cludes it from speaking about other things, but the assumption is false. The
central question is whether or not an object’s possessing one quality precludes
it from possessing another. If an object is round, then it cannot be square, but
an object can be both round and smooth or round and heavy, etc. The proper-
ties of self-referentiality and world-referentiality, I suggest, can similarly co-
exist. In the history of formalism and abstraction, claims are often made for
the purity of a work which is devoid of all representational content, but these
tend more to be rhetorical expressions of the work’s novelty or to result from
the speaker’s inability to contextualise the piece within a history of more
overtly representational forms. Some paintings will be less obviously repre-
sentational than others, but if phenomenology is present in your working
assumptions, from Kant, or Nietzsche, or Merleau-Ponty, then a strict demar-
cation between representation and reality is not an option. On this account,
colours, sounds and language are forms of being in the world before they are
objects of disinterested contemplation.

While it is possible to draw distinctions between the different ways in which
prose, poetry, art and music point to the world, there is, I propose, no basis for
a division on the grounds that some forms represent in a ready-to-hand
fashion and others represent in a present-at-hand fashion. This point can be
made against the later Sartre in two respects. Firstly, in Nausea, Sartre affirms
that all conceptual judgement ruptures and, as a result, impedes the continu-
ity of experience. Therefore, in this regard, prose is no different from poetry,
painting or music.

The second point refers to an inconsistency in his concept of thinghood.
The ‘thing’ as it is understood in ‘What is Writing?’ is not the same ‘thing’
which appears in Nausea and Being and Nothingness. In the former, the thing
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exists isolated and at a distance from consciousness. It sits out of mind like a
broken tool at the bottom of a drawer. The artistically produced thing, for
Sartre, is alienated to the extent that he describes it as ‘uncreated and eternal’
and ‘thickened and defaced’.46 The painter, he affirms, always creates a thing
in the sense that she is under no obligation to give their colours ‘definable sig-
nificance’, that is, to have them ‘refer particularly to another object’.47 This is
a concept of the thing which presents it as being external or opposite to any
notion of interrelationship or engagement.

However, in Nausea and Being and Nothingness, what a thing is is inextri-
cably bound up with consciousness: the opacity of objects is the texture or
pressure in virtue of which we have consciousness. The object is ‘an imma-
nence which cannot realize itself’ and it is in the gap left by the object never
fully disclosing itself that awareness occurs.48 Towards the end of Nausea,
Roquentin realises that the complete description of experience – when the
word captures the thing – is an impossibility and it is the undecidability of
description which is ‘the key to [his] Existence, the key to [his] Nausea’.49

How should or could he describe the tree-root? ‘Snake or claw or root or
vulture’s talon’, ‘a suction-pump’, its ‘hard, compact sea-lion skin’, its ‘oily,
horny, stubborn look’; ‘knotty, inert, nameless’.50

The object here is not something which opposes description or alienates the
writer but something which establishes a moral contract between itself and
consciousness. I say ‘moral’ because the metaphors that best describe the rela-
tionship come from the sphere of social interaction: objects ‘invite’, ‘moti-
vate’, ‘demand’ or ‘resist’ representation. Whether one is confronting an
inkwell, a tree-root or a painting, objects can only give themselves to the
viewer incompletely and, therefore, in a way that requests or demands supple-
mentation. The exchange is not necessarily a harmonious one, though.
Finding the right word is often as difficult as deciding upon the right course of
action. Similarly, Roquentin’s moment of revelation is not beautiful but
sublime. As Sartre has shown, there can be no moment of self-present, neces-
sary correspondence between word and thing. One has to make a representa-
tion, choose a course of action. What the emphasis on the morality of
description here achieves is to reassure Sartre that the thing, including the
thing-like artwork, is not an entity which, by definition, leaves its perceiver
unmoved or places itself outside any field of cognitive interaction.51
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46 Sartre, ‘What is Writing?’, p. 6. 47 Ibid., p. 2. 48 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. xli.
49 Sartre, Nausea, p. 185. 50 Ibid., pp. 185–186.
51 The idea that the epistemological question of representation might have moral underpinnings

is not new. Philosophy has shown on a number of occasions how understanding statements
about what is the case requires an architectonic which can also account for statements about
what ought to be the case, e.g., the Forms in Plato’s Republic, Hume’s concept of ‘custom’ in
the Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40) and Kant’s repositioning of the supersensible in rela-
tion to the sensible in his critical system. Even the idealised notion of concepts ‘capturing’
experience has its root in human situations.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



As an illustration of art’s affectability, one only has to recall that it is
Roquentin’s visit to the Bouville museum and, in particular, his viewing the
portraits in the Bordurin-Renaudas Room, which prompts him to give up
writing his biography of Rollebon.52 The hundred and fifty portraits idealise
their subjects and give them a presence which makes their actual lives seem all
the more distant and intangible. The paintings draw attention to their own
partiality: ‘of this shrill-voiced little man, nothing would go down to poste-
rity except a threatening face, a superb gesture, and the bloodshot eyes of a
bull’.53 Suddenly, the project of recovering Rollebon’s past seems an impos-
sibility. Rollebon had been Roquentin’s prop: ‘it was for him that I ate, for
him that I breathed’.54 Surrendering the project means that Roquentin no
longer has past, retrievable experience to hide behind, and is forced to con-
front the nauseous, immediate play of phenomena and description which
constitutes his own existence. His hand spread out on the table becomes a
‘crab’, showing its ‘under-belly’, then a ‘fish’; his fingers become ‘paws’, then
‘claws’.55

One of the main problems of epistemology is that we are always ‘at a
remove’ from things, that there is always a gap between the world and our
knowledge of it. What Sartre does, in keeping with the phenomenological tra-
dition, is to show that this state of affairs is a condition of our rootedness in
the world and not a deficiency which has to be overcome. When dealing with
the situation in which we find ourselves, Sartre avers, we cannot expect the
conceptual to determine or capture completely the particularity of the event.
The structure of experience is such that a nothingness always insinuates itself
between past and present, between concept and action, between description
and experience, keeping the two apart. This structure, as I have shown, is par-
ticularly evident in writing: the descriptive sentence creates a specificity which
cannot possibly be identical with experience.

A consequence of our accepting this gap as a necessary condition of expe-
rience is that it becomes something which we have to deal with, something
which we have to act upon. An epistemological relation therefore rests upon
questions of how we conduct ourselves in the world. The for-itself and the in-
itself need each other, mutually define one another, on the Kantian or pheno-
menological grounds that experience is the necessary interaction between
concept and intuition. Beyond this, however, objects do not simply exist
waiting to be described. Rather, they are conceptually opaque to us, they
resist us, they never disclose themselves to us all at once, and it is in virtue of
this resistance that we are ‘invited’ or ‘required’ to offer conscious response.
For the existentialist writer, the relationship between language and experi-
ence, I suggest, is a moral but uncertain one. Sartre maintains that prose, as
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opposed to art, offers us ready-to-hand engagement with the world, but this
fails to acknowledge that all writing, at some point, makes things present-at-
hand. Art, including writing, changes and distorts experience, produces a
‘thing’ where there was nothing, but a thing, by Sartre’s own definition, is that
which motivates us to move on to other things.
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24

Criticism, aesthetics and analytic philosophy
Peter Lamarque

The input to critical theory from so-called ‘continental’ (principally French
and German) philosophy is well known and well documented. A somewhat
less well known, less widely acknowledged, philosophical contribution to
theoretical accounts of literature and criticism comes from ‘analytic philoso-
phy’. Nevertheless, there is a substantial body of work from the analytic tra-
dition in what has come to be known as ‘philosophy of literature’ and it is by
no means confined to the English-speaking world. This essay will map out this
contribution and assess its significance.

Analytic philosophy and related movements

The very idea of ‘analytic philosophy’ is contested and resists uncontroversial
definition. Philosophers as different as Gottlob Frege and G. E. Moore,
Rudolf Carnap and J. L. Austin, W. V. O. Quine and P. F. Strawson, the
Wittgenstein of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and the Wittgenstein of
the Philosophical Investigations have been called ‘analytic’ and it is hard to
speak with confidence of common definitive elements. Nor is the epithet
‘Anglo-American’ (in contrast to ‘continental’) especially apt as leading
figures, such as Frege, Wittgenstein, Friedrich Waismann, Moritz Schlick and
other members of the Vienna Circle, came from Continental Europe. Other
designations are sometimes used interchangeably with ‘analytic philosophy’,
notably ‘linguistic philosophy’, ‘ordinary language philosophy’, even ‘philos-
ophy of language’, but again only confusion results from running these
together.

A good starting point in trying to pin down analytic philosophy is to notice
two features on which there is wide agreement: the formative influence of
Gottlob Frege and the idea of a ‘linguistic turn’ in philosophy (the anthology
edited by Richard Rorty entitled The Linguistic Turn (1967) gave this expres-
sion currency). Significantly, Frege was a mathematician whose principal
interest was the logical foundations of arithmetic.1 He wrote little or nothing

323

1 See, for instance, Gottlob Frege, The Foundations of Arithmetic: A Logico-Mathematical
Enquiry Into the Concept of Number (Grundgesetze der Arithmetik, 1893, 1903), trans. J. L.
Austin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953) 2nd edn.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



on the traditional problems of philosophy and even his central mathematical
project, the attempt to reduce arithmetic to logic, proved unsuccessful.
However, his contributions to logic became the starting point for an entirely
new school of philosophy. His most influential ideas include: the representa-
tion of sentential structure in terms of function/argument and quantifiers, the
context principle (only in the context of a sentence does a word have
meaning), the distinction between sense and reference (Sinn and Bedeutung),
anti-psychologism in logic (the idea that the laws of thought are not empiri-
cal), the distinction between objective, timeless, non-mentalistic thoughts
(Gedanken) and subjective ideas (Vorstellungen), and the insight that
meaning and truth are inextricably linked. Building on Frege’s legacy,
Bertrand Russell and Wittgenstein developed the idea of logical analysis as
the search for the ‘logical forms’ of sentences, as distinct from their surface
(often misleading) grammatical forms. From Russell’s own analysis of definite
descriptions (sometimes termed the ‘paradigm of analysis’) to Carnap’s
Logische Syntax der Sprache (1934), the uncovering of ‘logical syntax’ showed
not only how to make patterns of inference perspicuous but more fundamen-
tally how language itself ‘latched onto’ the world.

Thus was the linguistic turn born. An ambitious programme, as well as a
methodology, in philosophy grew out of the revolution in logic. The new sym-
bolism of Frege and Russell, which made logic a powerful tool of linguistic
analysis, led to a focus on language unparalleled in the history of philosophy.

Richard Rorty defines ‘linguistic philosophy’ as ‘the view that philosophi-
cal problems are problems which may be solved (or dissolved) either by
reforming language, or by understanding more about the language we pres-
ently use’.2 The disjunction points to two rather different developments in lin-
guistic philosophy. In the first, the project was to ‘reform language’ or, in
Quine’s terms, ‘regiment’ it into a ‘canonical notation’, thereby eliminating
vagaries and ambiguities in common usage and delivering a streamlined
vehicle for science: Russell, Carnap and Quine led the way in this movement,
stressing the efficacy of ‘logical analysis’. The second approach, that of ‘ordi-
nary language philosophy’, principally influenced by J. L. Austin in 1950s
Oxford, rejected the need for ‘regimentation’ and maintained that attention
to the nuances of common use could reveal important insights and distinc-
tions missed by traditional philosophers; Gilbert Ryle, P. F. Strawson and
A. R. White were influential here. A third development, logical positivism,
based in Vienna in the 1930s, used the verification principle of meaning, which
identified meaningfulness with empirical testability, to dismiss as meaningless
(and thus ‘dissolve’, in Rorty’s terms) the central tenets of metaphysics about
substance, the soul, God, or Being. Finally, there was Wittgenstein himself, a
crucial figure in linguistic philosophy, whose influence was felt in all three of
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these groupings, even if he is not directly categorisable in any one. He
described his method in Philosophical Investigations (1953) as ‘grammatical’
and insisted that problems could be solved by ‘looking into the workings of
our language’, yet he held that philosophy ‘may not advance any kind of
theory’ and ‘neither explains nor deduces anything’.3

The optimism that linguistic analysis and ordinary language philosophy
could afford genuine progress in the subject, sweeping away centuries of meta-
physical muddle, began to dissipate in the 1960s. The interest in language and
logic became focused into a relatively new inquiry, albeit inspired by Frege,
namely, ‘philosophy of language’, which sought a clearer understanding of
such concepts as meaning, truth, reference and indeed language itself, without
harbouring any programmatic ambition towards solving all philosophical
problems. By the 1970s few philosophers styled themselves as ‘linguistic
philosophers’ or ‘ordinary language philosophers’ yet significantly the term
‘analytic philosophy’ grew in popularity. The Fregean tradition continued to
inform philosophy of language but the original linguistic turn lost its revolu-
tionary edge and settled down merely into a style of philosophising.

The recognisable traits of analytic philosophy are: the prominence of logic
and conceptual analysis, the striving for clarity and rigour in argumentative
strategy, the definition of terms, the explicit formulation of theses, the quasi-
scientific dialectical method of hypothesis/counter-example/modification,
the eschewing of rhetorical figures and the tendency to tackle narrowly
defined problems. All areas of philosophy, including the moral and political,
are amenable to the analytic approach and most conceivable stances have been
adopted: realist and anti-realist, foundationalist and anti-foundationalist, rel-
ativist and absolutist, materialist and non-materialist. However, unlike its
‘continental’ counterpart, analytic philosophy shows a marked indifference
to its own ideological or sociological presuppositions.

Analytic philosophy and the input to critical theory

There are two principal sources of input from analytic philosophy to the
theory of literature: the first arising directly from topics in logic and philoso-
phy of language, the second from analytic aesthetics, in particular its sub-
branches of metacriticism and philosophy of literature. There is no clear line
between these inputs as analytic aesthetics often draws on a background of
logic and there are obvious overlaps between any logical enquiry into
meaning, truth or reference and concerns related to literature or literary lan-
guage. One fundamental question is whether there is any substantial division
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of discourses between the literary and the non-literary and, if so, how it might
be demarcated. Before turning to that issue, it is helpful to begin with the
topic of fictionality and reference, which goes to the heart of the early analytic
project.

The problem of non-existence arose in an acute form for the early analytic
philosophers because of the close association of meaning and denotation. For
those, like Russell, who held that the meaning of a name is the object it
denotes, there was a deep problem accounting for sentences containing non-
denoting expressions, such as ‘the highest prime’, ‘the present King of
France’, ‘phlogiston’ or ‘Pegasus’. Alexius Meinong stirred the debate in his
theory of objects (Gegenstandtheorie) by admitting different levels of being
(Sosein, Sein, Aussersein) thus allowing even contradictory expressions, e.g.
‘the round square’, to denote objects.4 Although initially attracted, Russell
came to reject the distinction between subsistence and existence, demanding
a more ‘robust sense of reality’. This led, on the one hand, to his analysis of
definite descriptions, famously using the example ‘the present King of
France’, in terms of quantifiers and propositional functions, and, on the
other, to his view that proper names (‘Pegasus’ as well as ‘Socrates’) are not
really names, i.e. denoting terms, but ‘disguised descriptions’, themselves
amenable to the more general theory of descriptions. Russell thus showed that
by logical paraphrase apparent reference to non-existent entities could be
eliminated altogether.5

Russell’s attempt to remove non-existent entities by analysis and Meinong’s
attempt to accommodate them set the parameters for later discussion.
Terence Parsons has developed a sophisticated logical version of Meinong’s
theory and Charles Crittenden has defended Meinong’s intuition that we can
refer to what does not exist by appeal to ordinary language. Other accommo-
dationists, bringing the debate nearer to literary concerns, have sought to
attribute some kind of reality to the creatures of fiction. Peter van Inwagen
describes fictional characters as ‘theoretical entities of literary criticism’,
comparable in status to plots, metres and rhyme schemes. He distinguishes
those properties ‘ascribed’ to characters (‘being a butler’, ‘being called
“Jeeves”’), which they do not literally possess, and those which characters
‘exemplify’ (like ‘first appearing in Ch. 2’, ‘being created by P.G. Wodehouse’,
etc.).6 Nicholas Wolterstorff holds that fictional characters are kinds, in the
sense that the character Jeeves is a person-kind, though not a kind of person.
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One consequence is that characters not only exist (as kinds) but do so eter-
nally. A writer ‘selects’ but does not strictly create characters, for the proper-
ties (‘being a butler’, etc.) which constitute the relevant kinds are not
themselves created.

Other philosophers follow Russell in seeking to avoid such commitments
to the existence of fictional entities. The trouble with Russell’s analysis (and
also Quine’s)7 is that it makes all sentences ‘about fictional characters’ turn
out false. Yet arguably this fails to do justice to either fictional discourse or
discourse about fiction. According to speech act theorists, fictional discourse
as used by story-tellers should not be thought of as assertive, therefore not
open to truth-assessment. Frege himself had implied that fictional stories
lack truth-values. John Searle, a prominent speech act theorist, has argued
that fiction is a kind of pretence, specifically a pretended illocutionary act.8

In a similar vein, Gregory Currie claims that a story-teller’s intention is that
a reader make-believe rather than believe a proposition. In contrast, dis-
course about fiction can be genuinely assertive and does seem amenable to
truth-assessment; ‘Jeeves is a butler’ is true while ‘Jeeves is a woman’ is false.
Again it is hard to see how these intuitions can be captured without incurring
undesirable ontological commitments. David Lewis, among others, sees
them as truths about possible worlds. Kendall Walton, who rejects the pos-
sible world analysis, again invokes ‘make-believe’, defining fictions as ‘props
in games of make-believe’. In his idiom, it is fictional that Jeeves is a butler.
This ‘fictional truth’ is not a special kind of truth but a fact about what is fic-
tional: ultimately a fact about a game played with a text. Nelson Goodman is
perhaps the most extreme eliminativist. In a paradigmatic use of logical anal-
ysis, in The Languages of Art (1968), he explains the status of pictures of
(non-existent) unicorns by introducing the one-place predicate ‘X is a
unicorn-picture’ which, unlike ‘X is a picture of a unicorn’, absolves commit-
ment to referentiality. Curiously, in his later work, Ways of Worldmaking
(1978), Goodman also wants to weaken the distinction between literary
fiction and science, describing both as a species of ‘worldmaking’ or the ‘fab-
rication of facts’.

The priority given by analytic philosophers to questions about reference
and ontology, rather than, say, historical context or ideological content, when
writing about fiction, seems to place their enquiry permanently at odds with
that of literary critics.9 Another important strand of debate on fictionality,
which might have brought the different interests closer, concerns emotional
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responses, although this too has largely failed to engage the critical commu-
nity. Aristotle argued that the appropriate response to dramatic tragedy is fear
and pity but logically-minded philosophers ask how pure fictions, known to
be non-existent, can be the subject of such cognitive emotions (i.e. emotions
presupposing beliefs). One line, offered by Colin Radford, is that humans are
simply irrational, grieving over entities they know to be unreal. Others have
followed Kendall Walton in supposing that spectators only ‘make-believedly’
fear and pity fictions, without really doing so.10 A third suggestion, by Peter
Lamarque and Noël Carroll, is that the emotions are caused by thoughts and
as such sideline existential beliefs.

Truth and literature

It is not such a major step from analysing the truth-conditions of fictional sen-
tences in purely logical terms to investigating the deeper more traditional
problem of ‘poetic truth’. The move is from logic to aesthetics. Analytic aes-
theticians have long engaged in the essentially humanistic debate about the
‘cognitive value’ of art, the ability of art – including literature par excellence
– to convey knowledge and insight. Again there are distinctive features of the
analytic approach. There is little concern for ideological truth, as discussed,
say, by Theodor Adorno or in the debate between Gyorgy Lukács and
Berthold Brecht about realism; nor is there an overt political dimension, as in
Jean-Paul Sartre’s ‘la littérature engagée’, or a metaphysical one as found in
Martin Heidegger’s conception of truth as ‘unconcealment’. The analytic
focus begins with definition and clarification. What could it mean to claim
that fictional works of literature reveal truths? But it does not end there.
Analytic philosophers have pressed the topic to the very heart of what counts
as humanistic study.

Probably the best early ground-clearing operation comes in Monroe C.
Beardsley’s Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism (1958) where
he distinguishes reports and reflections, themes and theses, in an attempt to
establish exactly what the truth bearers are (could be) in the literary case.
Analytic philosophers are reluctant to assign truth to anything which is non-
propositional in form. Thus while the theme, say, of unrequited love could
not, they would claim, be a bearer of truth, the implied reflection or thesis
that ‘love is doomed’ could be. Pure fictional reports, unasserted, have no
truth-value. A truth bearer has now been found but logical questions remain:
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how are a work’s theses discoverable? Must a work always have a thesis? Is the
truth of a thesis a mark of a work’s value? (It should also be noted that not all
philosophers accept Beardsley’s terminology.)

The truth debate, in the analytic tradition, is both about the presence of
truth in works of literature and also about its relevance to literary value. Not
all in the ‘pro-truth’ camp have felt constrained by the austere propositional
conception of truth. A common suggestion is that works of art can exhibit
truth in ways not amenable to science or philosophy and that therein lies their
distinctive value. Literary works are described as being true to reality, or
having ‘authenticity’, or ontological truth, or metaphorical truth, or offering
knowledge how rather than knowledge that, or being a species of moral phi-
losophy. Such accounts are often carefully worked out, but the suspicion
remains, at least within the ‘no-truth’ camp, that in moving so far from the
logical paradigm of truth it is only obfuscation to continue speaking of ‘liter-
ary truth’. On the other hand, those analytic aestheticians who reject truth as
a central value in literature are characteristically not committed to anti-
humanism, nor to postmodernist scepticism about truth itself, nor to the
essentially fictional status of literature. A more common attitude derives ulti-
mately from Wittgenstein, namely that the ‘language game’ or ‘practice’ of
literature is distinct from the truth-centred practices of science or philosophy
and that literary value is a species of aesthetic value, not of cognition.

Defining literature

Underlying discussions of the ‘truth’ of literature are even more fundamental
questions about the very nature of literature. Within analytic aesthetics the
focus for these questions derives from parallel attempts to define art. Four
principal approaches are discernible: formalist, functionalist, anti-essentialist
and institutionalist.

Formalist theories are those that seek to define literature in terms of intrin-
sic textual properties of ‘literariness’. One typical instance, from analytic phi-
losophy, was the ‘semantic definition’ associated, again, with Monroe
Beardsley,11 developed at the very time that Beardsley was providing philo-
sophical support for the principles underlying New Criticism. Echoing the
prominence given by the New Critics to ambiguity, irony, paradox and
‘tension’ in literary works, the semantic definition proposed that literary dis-
course was distinctive for possessing a high degree of ‘implicit meaning’ or
‘semantic density’. However, a forceful objection to the theory, applicable also
to most other formalist accounts, is that the presence of such textual features
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could never be sufficient to identify a work as literary without some further
explanation of how these features contribute to the value of the work. The
assumption behind the objection is that ‘literature’ is not merely a descriptive
category but also an honorific or merit-conferring concept.

Functionalist definitions can, although do not necessarily, address this
point by identifying the functions fulfilled by literary discourse, including
responses elicited from readers. Literary works are those that give aesthetic
pleasure or offer an imaginative vision. John M. Ellis has compared the
concept of literature with the concept of a weed, each definable not by intrin-
sic qualities but by attitudes taken to them.12 Early appeals to the ‘emotive’
nature of literary language, inspired by positivism, gave way to more sophis-
ticated attempts to employ speech act theory to define literary function. In
one such, the ancient theory of mimesis is evoked, where what is mimetic is
the ‘illocutionary force’ behind the sentences in a work.13 Speech act theories,
however, like theories of ‘games of make-believe’, seem unable to distinguish
the literary from the merely fictional. Yet boldly to stipulate a higher value for
the literacy is in danger either of arbitrariness or of begging the question as to
what kinds of value are involved. Classical ‘aesthetic attitude’ theories, on
which one such account might rest, have fared badly with analytic philoso-
phers. Nevertheless, functionalist theories of a refined kind, which incorpo-
rate values and do not overly limit artistic functions, still find support among
analytic aestheticians.14

An important overarching strand of analytic aesthetics is the debate
between essentialists and anti-essentialists. The former believe, broadly, that
art has an essence that can be captured in a definition with necessary and suf-
ficient conditions, the latter deny this. One branch of anti-essentialism is
associated with the Wittgensteinian school. Thus Morris Weitz argued,
influentially, that ‘art’ is an open concept, inherently expansive, that any
closed definition would make artistic creativity impossible, and that at most
works of art share ‘family resemblances’.15 Although the ‘family resemblance’
view of art is now largely rejected, it did focus attention on the very enterprise
of trying to define cultural objects. Intense and productive discussion has
been addressed to this issue and emerging from it has come an increasing
interest in ‘institutional’ theories.

Institutionalist definitions, which take many forms, afford a way of reviving
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essentialism without commitment to the existence of any set of intrinsic
properties shared by all members of a class (art works, literary works). Some
philosophers argue that what binds the class together are relational proper-
ties: for example, being related in an appropriate way to an ‘artworld’ (Arthur
C. Danto), a ‘practice’ (Noël Carroll) or history (Jerrold Levinson). The idea
has important repercussions for the literary case in removing the need to
search for inherently ‘literary’ qualities and in re-introducing a role for
authors and readers in a practice governed by sui generis conventions and con-
cepts. Literary works, on this account, exist only relative to a practice of
reading and appreciation, just as, say, ‘castling’ is possible only under the con-
ventions of chess. Stein Haugom Olsen, who offers the most comprehensive
institutionalist account of literature from the analytic perspective, has shown
how literary works can be fully integrated into aesthetic theory through a
revitalised conception of ‘appreciation’. While appreciation, in this sense,
follows familiar procedures of eliciting themes and assigning significance, it
also transfigures textual features into aesthetic features, the latter ‘emergent’
from the former. A consequence is that there are no textual qualities per se –
formal, semantic or rhetorical – which constitute literary discourse, and liter-
ary works are defined as those to which the ‘literary stance’ is most reward-
ingly applied.

Meaning, intention, interpretation

Given the central focus of analytic philosophy upon language and logic, it is
not surprising that much attention has been given to meaning in the arts. In
the literary case, the discussion nearly always begins, even if it goes beyond,
the problem of intention. The argument for the irrelevance of authorial inten-
tion in constraining literary critical judgement was forcefully put in ‘The
Intentional Fallacy’ (1946) by Monroe Beardsley and William K. Wimsatt,
Jr.16 The literary work, they claimed, is autonomous, ‘detached from the
author at birth’, and the meanings it bears are those of a public language and
culture. In The Possibility of Criticism, Beardsley went on to distinguish
‘authorial’ from ‘textual’ meaning, a distinction analogous to that drawn by
philosophers of language between ‘speaker’s meaning’ and ‘sentence
meaning’, claiming that the latter alone is relevant to the critic. Precisely the
opposite view was advanced by the literary critic E. D. Hirsch, who insisted in
Validity in Interpretation that ‘a text means what its author meant’.17

Underlying the debate are deeper issues about what kind of entity a literary
work is and what kind of enterprise literary criticism should be. Hirsch’s view
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presupposes not just that a work must ‘represent one, particular, self-
identical, unchanging complex of meaning’ but also that a work itself has a
determinate identity. The philosopher Joseph Margolis has challenged both
assumptions in his view that works (of art) are ‘culturally emergent entities’,
not determinate in the required sense, and open to plural interpretations
which might be valid even where they contradict each other. Those who would
not want to admit incompatible interpretations need not, however, restrict the
constraints on interpretation to either authorial intention or semantic
meaning.18 Jerrold Levinson has offered a compromise between intentional-
ism and anti-intentionalism in what he styles ‘hypothetical intentionalism’.19

Not all philosophers, though, are persuaded that there is a useful distinction
between these kinds of intentionalism.20

Analytic philosophers characteristically approach the topic of interpreta-
tion with theories of meaning drawn from outside literary criticism or aes-
thetics – speech act theory, semantics, Wittgensteinian language games, etc. –
and the discussion proceeds by debating the appropriate model for the liter-
ary work: is it like an utterance, a conversation, a legal statute, a metaphor, an
isolated sentence in a language?21 Occasionally, though, resistance is shown to
the importation of any such theories of meaning.22 Philosophers have also
been concerned with the kinds of reasoning involved in interpretation,
enquiring into the status and possible resolution of critical disagreement,
whether interpretative judgements are genuinely open to truth assessment,
and what kinds of support are appropriate for them.23

Perhaps the most substantial interplay between philosophy of language
and analytic aesthetics occurs in discussions of metaphor, on which there is
now a vast and ever-expanding literature. Like the problem of fiction, the very
existence of metaphor poses a challenge to orthodox logical conceptions of
language. In fact parallels can be drawn with the treatment of fiction, for
metaphor and fiction prompt similar questions: are they semantic or prag-
matic phenomena? Are they open to truth-assessment? Do they possess a cog-
nitive element? Or are they at root mere ‘play’? How can they be
accommodated into theories of meaning? Max Black’s ‘interaction’ theory
(1955) set the scene, according to which metaphors create new meanings
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through the interaction, in tenor and vehicle, of systems of associated com-
monplaces.24 There have been many attempts to establish a rigorous semantic
theory along interactionist lines.25 Other philosophers have followed Donald
Davidson in rejecting a semantics of metaphor. For Davidson, there is no such
thing as metaphorical meaning or metaphorical truth; metaphors possess
only literal meaning and simply prompt us to think in novel ways.26 Between
these archetypical semantic and anti-semantic theories are various pragmatic
approaches, appealing, for example, to speaker’s meaning and speech acts,27

or the ‘cultivation of intimacy’,28 or varieties of comparisons.29

Other philosophical inputs

The aforementioned debates by no means exhaust the contribution of analytic
aesthetics to the theory of criticism, even if they are characteristic of that con-
tribution. Another topic, once again given impetus by Monroe Beardsley (in
Aesthetics), is that of evaluation. For all their focus on logical analysis, aesthe-
ticians have not shied away from questions of value.30 Beardsley proposed,
controversially even at the time, objective criteria of value across the arts:
notably unity, intensity and complexity. These are, he argued, formal aesthetic
features without which a work of art could not have artistic value and which,
on his instrumentalist view, help to fulfil the very purpose of art, producing
aesthetic experiences. Although Beardsley’s formalist criteria within an instru-
mentalist framework have come under fierce attack by other analytic philoso-
phers, the search for criteria of value has by no means been abandoned.

Not unrelated to the question of value, there has been a recent revival of
interest, influenced by the work of Iris Murdoch31 (only tenuously an analytic
philosopher) and Martha Nussbaum,32 in literature and ethics. The debate
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between ‘moralists’, who believe that the ethical implications of a work can
affect its aesthetic value, and ‘autonomists’, who deny this, engages not only
moral philosophy but also ontological and definitional questions about liter-
ature itself.33

Work by analytic philosophers on tragedy,34 narrative identity,35 mass art,36

and feminist aesthetics,37 only reinforces the view expressed at the beginning
that analytic philosophy is a valuable contribution to literary criticism not
only for the range of its topics but, perhaps more, for its distinctive logical
methodology.
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Italian idealism
Stephen Moller

The roots of Italian idealism are to be found in the work of Giambattista Vico
(1668–1744), professor of Latin Eloquence at the University of Naples. Years
before Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1807), Vico’s New Science (1725)
conceived of knowledge as acquired through a self-generative process. To
Vico, thought in its development is first ‘poetic wisdom’ then becomes under-
standing and finally achieves unity of truth and certainty. Thought here does
not merely represent, but actively creates reality. It is, moreover, conscious of
its own generative process (verum et factum convertuntur).

Vico’s epistemological idealism is bolstered by a religious metaphysics
which postulates the unity of human thought with divine thought. The
‘common sense’ (sensus communis) of humanity, which orders the social and
historical world is thus also identical with divine providence, and this identity
acts to verify or ground the knowledge engendered by human thought.

Vico’s ideas, however, won little recognition at the time. Thus the revival of
idealism in Italy at the University of Naples, dating from 1840, was initially
focused on Hegel, rather than Vico. The result was a Neapolitan school of
Hegelianism. For A. Vera, leader of the ‘orthodox Hegelians’ at Naples,
thought represented the ‘absolute idea’ in Hegelian terminology, which stood
outside of human control. But two other central figures in Neapolitan
Hegelianism, B. Spaventa (1813–83) and F. De Sanctis (1817–83), rejected this
transcendence. Connecting Vico (whom they had rediscovered) to
Hegelianism, Spaventa and De Sanctis defended a radical humanism that
located all truth and reality solely in this world. Hence they reinterpreted
Hegelian idealism so as to exclude any order of reality or truth which is not
immanent to human consciousness, that is, they wished to exclude both the
naturally and supernaturally transcendent. But whereas to Spaventa philoso-
phy or knowledge of conscious reality was the sole ‘category’ containing all
others, for De Sanctis art and literary criticism existed independently of phi-
losophy. Spaventa’s view was then reflected in the ‘actualism’ of Giovanni
Gentile (1875–1944) and that of De Sanctis in the ‘absolute historicism’ of
Benedetto Croce (1866–1952).

Croce and Gentile, each of them notable as a critic, philosopher and histo-
rian, came together in 1896 ‘to shake Italy out of the doze of naturalism and
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positivism and back to idealistic philosophy’.1 The two formed an intellectual
alliance in which each upheld ideas that matched the other’s at many points.
Their idealist teachings dominated Italian aesthetics and literary criticism for
half a century, beginning with the founding of Croce’s journal La critica in
1903. However, their association was marked by a gradually increasing rivalry.
It was irreparably broken in 1925, when Gentile became the ‘official’ philoso-
pher of fascism, Croce a leading antifascist. Yet, from 1925 to 1943, F. Flora,
M. Fubini, L. Russo and other ‘Crocean’ critics were contributors to Gentile’s
Enciclopedia italiana, the testimony of the fascist regime in the field of
culture. The reason for this apparently odd fact is that the fascist movement
stemmed from a cultural situation of which Croce’s idealism was already a
vital part.

The ideal that Croce and Gentile as critics embodied was the union of liter-
ary theory and practical criticism: the philosopher-critic. Since artistic crea-
tion is a conscious activity necessarily related to the other activities of the
mind, a theory of art must be viewed as an integral part of a philosophy that
offers a systematic account of the mental processes through which humanity
defines itself. To both Croce and Gentile the model critic was De Sanctis who
had turned aesthetics into a highly developed instrument for the evaluation of
literature.2

The idealism of Croce and Gentile derives from the concept that every
reality, truth or value is realised only in and through the present activity of
consciousness or ‘spirit’ (spirito), which is the only form of determinacy.
Accordingly, spirit achieves its self-aware identity because it recognises its own
universal characteristics and it is fully present to itself as self-consciousness,
the absolute act by which mind makes itself its own object. Croce and Gentile
hold that the process of spirit in all its formal dimensions is immanent and
hence expresses itself similarly in every existent human individual.

The general ideas concerning the poem as a literary form that Croce and
Gentile both accepted in the 1920s flow from this immanentism: the poem is
understood as an original act in which aesthetic value is realised; ‘form’ and
‘content’ become one in the poetic act; the universal ‘self’ of the poet is real-
ised in the poem, where the poem endeavours to remake the world out of an
elemental sense of all human experience.

Yet Croce and Gentile diverged at a vital point. The essence of Croce’s aes-
thetic is the autonomy of poetry, which it defines as pure ‘intuition’ (intuizi-
one), and his criticism is the practical application of this idea. By contrast,
Gentile identifies poetry with the primitive ‘feeling’ (sentimento) in which
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consciousness originates and whose realisation is its development into the act
of self-consciousness (or pensiero pensante), which is the subject’s philosoph-
ical awareness of itself as its own object. Gentile’s criticism (unlike Croce’s)
thus insists on the idea that poetry is fused with philosophy and every other
human activity.

Croce

Croce’s artistic and literary theory evolved from a first phase as outlined in
Estetica come scienza dell’espressione e linguistica generale (1902) (‘Aesthetic
as Science of Expression and General Linguistic’), to a final phase as set down
in La poesia: Introduzione alla critica e storia della poesia (1936) (‘Poetry: An
Introduction to its Criticism and History’). Croce tested and exemplified his
theories in a series of critical essays ranging over the whole of western litera-
ture from Homer to Ibsen. He identified four phases in his critical theory and
practice, which he (but not all of his critics) viewed as forming a consistent
development.3

Croce’s Estetica presents a theory of art (where poetry is the true type of
art) as a theory of the human spirit in toto. On Croce’s scheme, reality lies in
the connected activities of spirit. There are two main categories: theory and
practice. Each of these manifests two distinct forms, related to one another as
particular to general. Theory is first imagery or ‘intuition’. The instant of
pure intuition, before reflection and volition encroach upon it, is the work of
the ‘imagination’ (fantasia) in presenting before the mind the particulars that
form its world. This imaginative vision of particulars coincides with poetry,
which Croce identifies with language and expression in their full, unanalysed
concreteness. This equation of poetry and language thus depends on the idea
of a phase of linguistic expression in which logical meaning has not yet
appeared, parts of speech are not distinguished, and words are not discrimi-
nated as signs for objects, but language springs spontaneously from one’s
total ‘state of being’ (stato d’animo). Croce insists that intuition marks the
essential character of poetry, however stylistically elaborated it may be.

The second form of theoretical activity, which presupposes intuition, is
thought or ‘logic’ which relates the particulars of intuition to universals. The
initial closeness of theory and poetry stresses the intuitive vision of the partic-
ular while the secondary link to logic brings out universal concepts and thus
connects the particular to the universal.

The two practical forms, the ‘economic’, in which we intentionally envisage
a particular end and the ‘ethical’ in which the particular is related to the
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universal end, depend upon and employ the theoretical. But while Croce holds
that theory is the presupposition of practice, he also affirms that practice is no
less the condition of knowledge. Poetry, logic, economic and moral willing
thus constitute a complete cycle of activities, which are traversed by the mind
in ‘spirals’. Every cycle recommences at the point of experience to which the
mind has been raised by what has previously been achieved. Thus poetry finds
its ‘kindling’ in the products of the logical and of the practical. Poetry pre-
cedes all other experience in an ideal, not a temporal, sense.

For Croce, poetry (like logic, economic and moral willing) is self-
determining and self-justifying: nothing counts but the perfection of the
poetic act in itself and according to its own norm. True and false, real and
unreal, good and bad are irrelevant to poetry. Here nothing counts but the
adequacy of the poetic act in itself and by its own standard. Thus Croce
means to rid poetry of allotria, of alien aims; of moral and intellectual
‘instruction’; of the provocation of pleasure; of conformity to ‘nature’; of
‘appropriateness’ in its subject matter. Nor does he allow that ‘content’ may
dictate the mode of expression, that one theme must be treated in one form,
and another theme in another form. The reason for this is that apart from the
expression the content does not exist. Content and form are created pari
passu; intuition-expression encompasses the two in one.

Specifically, to Croce all poetry consists in the production of an image. The
image is the presentation of something concrete and definite either of
outward sense (a person or object) or of inner sense (an emotion or mood),
that has existence only in the mind that constructs and contemplates it and
bears evidence only to itself. The image is a mental vision that exists only
when produced in the act of imagination, and this act is only for the sake of
producing the vision. Imagination, which thus encompasses both act and
product, is not merely a private affair but universally human: what one person
has imagined another is assumed to be able to imagine. Milton’s Satan is such
an image, a determinate mental picture. But also the whole poem in which this
image appears (Paradise Lost) is an image, for it is a unified individual presen-
tation, a single vision that integrates many images into a complex whole. The
poem is thus understood as an image that is a tapestry of images.

For Croce imagination is a form of cognition that portrays but does not
affirm. It is one with intuition and expression, two terms that he makes coin-
cide. ‘Intuition’ stresses mainly the theoretical, but pre-conceptual, character
of the image; ‘expression’ the distinctive quality of the constructive imagina-
tion by which expressive activity is differentiated from the passivity that
marks mere ‘impression’. Poetry is thus an intuition which is an expression of
a sense impression that the poet feels driven to render present to conscious-
ness by means of the image.

Croce stresses that a fully formed poetic image is a verbalised image,
embodied in its appropriate words, in their appropriate order, and in the
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special patterns (metre, rhyme, cadence, etc.) that the words may assume. In
a poem many details are fused together so as to form a concrete image; but the
image is ‘concrete’ only if it is expressed in words.

This leads to Croce’s theory of language. To Croce language does not exist
per se, as a system of signs. Rather language is the utterance, the spoken sen-
tence and the concrete pattern of phrases as they are spontaneously formed by
the speaker. To support this point he assumes that dictionaries, grammars,
treatises on metric, or poetic instructions, all presuppose the continuum of
speech or the poem, from which they abstract their single words and rules.
These a posteriori constructions have a practical value; they serve the speaker
as reminders of tradition that one may accept, modify or reject, in accordance
with one’s mood.4

To Croce, then, language is the poetic act in ever-changing creativity, where
the image is constituted in the act of expression. It follows that (1) synonyms
and homonyms are impossible, for each word has the same unique individu-
ality as the expression of intuition; (2) the only test of ‘diction’ is its appropri-
ateness to the mood expressed by the poet; (3) metres are different in every
poem or poet; (4) the parts of speech have no expressive value in isolation but
become language only in actual speech. Accordingly, Croce’s criticism aban-
dons discussion of classes of words, grammatical categories and all such
‘abstractions’; it attends instead to poetry as speech and holds that the
meaning of its words cannot be detached from the poem and analysed ‘mate-
rialistically’.

Similarly, Croce rejects ‘genres’ both as principles of composition and as
critical categories. Each poem is sui-generis, a unique expression of its author.
Hence no attempt should be made to compare one poem with another, still
less to categorise it as ‘lyric’, ‘epic’ or ‘dramatic’. Croce holds that the con-
cepts of genres and all other such classifications (conventions, etc.) arise out
of empirical generalisations and practical advice to poets; they are abstrac-
tions formed from single works and have no value for the judgement and for
the history of poetry. Genre distinctions are merely useful, as aids to the rec-
ollection and identification of single works or as shorthand designations for
groups of works.5

Accordingly, in place of the old history of genres (or of periods, national
traditions, schools) Croce’s criticism, as exemplified in La letteratura della
nuova Italia (6 vols., 1904–1940), presents a series of monographs. The aim of
these is to define the individuality of a poem, of the image and the mood
which it expresses in their unique relationship; to determine whether the
poem achieves a coherence among its images; and ultimately to place the
poem in the total development of its author’s ‘poetic personality’.

Croce also denies the relevance to criticism of uncovering the author’s
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intentions. As the meaning of the poem is to be found in the poem, no judge-
ment of intention (alleged aims quoted from some extra-poetic source) is rel-
evant unless corroborated by the poem itself. Equally, Croce rejects the idea
that criticism should refer to circumstances (political or otherwise extra-
poetic) that transcend the poem. To view a poem in its cultural or historical
context is to distort one’s sense of that poem. The New Criticism of J. C.
Ransom, C. Brooks and others, which was prominent in the 1940s, though not
Crocean in inspiration, upheld a similar thesis.6

Croce’s critical ‘method’ in the Estetica turns on the idea that to judge a
poem is ‘to reproduce it in oneself’, where the only difference between the
criteria informing the act of reproducing the poem (‘taste’) and those of pro-
ducing it (‘genius’) is in the diversity of circumstances. To judge is to trans-
fer oneself into the situation in which a poem was born in the mind of the
poet, to reiterate the poet’s vision.7 There is then no real difference between
critic and poet, only a distinction of degree, not of originality and authen-
ticity.

In practice Croce soon extended the idea that criticism is reproduction of
a previous expression. He began to view each poem in the light of the uni-
versal category of poetry and felt that it was necessary to describe this rela-
tionship in a unique way. Here criticism becomes the logical operation of
applying a universal category (the concept of poetry) to a ‘fact’ (a poem or
aesthetic intuition), an operation to which the process of reproduction is
preparatory. As he put it in Problemi di estetica (1910): ‘the aesthetic fact, as
reproduced in the imagination, should be conceived as an aesthetic fact;
. . . from being contemplation it should become a logical act (subject, pred-
icate and copula). Literary criticism consists in this simple act of adding a
predicate to the subject of contemplation.’8 This fresh approach enabled
Croce to distinguish taste from criticism, and critic from poet. It also
allowed him to assert the validity of the critical judgement for the decision
of whether a given work is a work of poetry (an image expressive of a state
of mind).9

By 1907, Croce had begun the second phase of his aesthetics, the theory of
poetry as ‘lyrical’ (liricità) intuition. The 1902 Estetica had spoken vaguely of
intuition as drawing its material from ‘impressions’. But in his paper
‘L’intuizione pura e il carattere lirico dell’arte’ (1908) (‘Pure Intuition and the
Lyrical Character of Art’) Croce makes it clear that the function of intuition
is to express emotions arising from our practical life and that this determines
poetry’s lyrical character. It is the practical or ethical spirit alone that provides
the material to which poetry gives form by means of integrating it into the
content of intuition. In the Brevario di estetica (1913) (The Essence of
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Aesthetic), Croce redefines poetry as the ‘a priori synthesis’ of image and
emotion (form and content) in the intution.10

The critic’s task is now to define the emotion as crystallised in a poem’s
integral image and to declare judgement as to the unity, consistency and
shapeliness of that image, as well as to the adequacy of the adjustment of the
objective elements of the poem (metre, scenes, characters, plot) to its domi-
nant emotion. The critic must decide how far the poem achieves expression of
its lyrical ‘motif’ (macchia) and how far its expression is impeded by non-
poetic intrusions (the promotion of political and other interests), pointing out
where in the poem these occur, explaining why they are not poetic.

The third phase of Croce’s thought, his theory that lyric intuition has a
‘cosmic character’ (carattere cosmico), is evident in the Nuovi saggi di estetica
(1920).11 On this theory, poetry is the intuition of the universally human in the
individual: the poetic image is the universe in individual form. The material of
poetry is composed of all the passions of human experience; in entering the
poem these passions are transformed by the poet’s sense of life into its
content; and in becoming its content they become part of the image. The
poem is then the poet’s effort to articulate a universal emotion or sense of all
human life, to make the world of the image adequate to that emotion. This
ideal is for Croce the quality of being ‘classic’ (classicità). Here Croce distin-
guishes his view from both a Romantic notion of poetry as a mere effusion of
emotion and a ‘classicism’ that stresses the formal element at the expense of
the emotional in sober discursive prose.

Croce applied his ‘cosmic’ theory in essays on Ariosto (1918), Shakespeare
(1919), Goethe (1919), Corneille (1920) and Dante (1921). These essays all
aim at a synthesis of evaluation and ‘characterisation’ (caratterizzazione).
Here the critic’s job is to study the poem as the embodiment of an image
expressing the poet’s cosmic emotion. This gives the critic three aspects from
which to grasp the poem: the image, the emotion and their reciprocal relation.
The critic characterises the image, defines the emotion and evaluates their
mutual adjustment. The conclusion that the image is an adequate expression
of the dominant emotion is the critical judgement. It is the essay on Ariosto
that best reflects Croce’s cosmic view of poetry. By presenting Ariosto not as
the poet of irony (as De Sanctis had done) but as the poet of harmony – the
harmony which is the sum of all human passions felt with an intensity that
makes it ‘cosmic’ – Croce gave new impetus to the study of this poet in Italy.

Croce came to believe the idea that poetry expresses not solely an individ-
ual reality but an entire universe. But, to his critics, Croce had not shown how
this cosmic character could be reconciled with his earlier conception of
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poetry being the intuition of a definite, individual image.12 The final ‘phase’
of Croce’s thought is the theory of literature in La poesia (1936), a work
intended to consolidate the preceding revisions of his aesthetic. La poesia
offers, as a negative corollary of the theory of intuition, a definition of litera-
ture as everything that is not poetry. Croce identifies four kinds of expression:
‘sentimental or immediate’, ‘poetic’, ‘prosaic’ and ‘rhetorical’. In true poetry
intuition is not subservient to any extrinsic ends, such as intellectual instruc-
tion; it is pure lyrical expression. Thus Lucretius’ De rerum natura, for
instance, is held to be a work of literature, not of poetry, because its argument
is more important than its form. In short, wherever verse lacks pure lyrical
intuition one has literature, which Croce further subdivides into ‘sentimen-
tal’, ‘moralistic’, ‘entertaining’ and ‘didactic’ kinds.

La poesia is an apology for literature as ornament, decorum and restraint.
Literature gives a poetic ‘flavour’ to ‘expressions of civilisation’; its function is
to satisfy the aesthetic exigencies of non-poetic expressions. This, however,
renders it difficult to identify ‘real’ poetry, because the concept of aesthetic
beauty now applies to both poetry and literature or the resemblance of poetry
(since it falls short of authentic lyrical and cosmic intuition). Nevertheless,
the basic task of the critic is still to distinguish between poetry and literature.

In sum, Croce denies that reflection is a necessary part of poetry. His criti-
cism adopts a purely imagistic view of poetry. But this causes some obvious
problems. An example is his verdict, in La poesia di Dante (1921), that Dante’s
Commedia is a theological novel and, as such, non-poetical, while the lyrical
episodes that cover the theological structure alone are poetical. This reduces
the poem to a selection of pieces that according to Croce are not spoilt by
intellectualism, religious purposes, or allegorical constructions. Similar prob-
lems occur in Croce’s negative judgements of Leopardi, Foscolo, Alfieri,
Manzoni and others.

Moreover, Croce’s treatment of imagination or poetry as essentially prior
to conceptual thought is philosophically untenable. The image may be free
from any explicit logical affirmation or judgement; but to call it an image
means that it is discriminated by thought and referred to objective conditions.
How can we have images of determinate, individual things (of ‘this river’,
‘this lake’, etc.) without concepts or categories, without the de facto working
in our minds of the ideas of identity, distinction, substance, whole and part?
That is, how can a definite image be other than an object of thought having
identity, diversity and so on? Croce’s idea of antedating language by compar-
ison with conventional or logical meaning seems equally problematic. As
R. G. Collingwood (who was generally sympathetic to Croce) pointed out,
language is not language without its conceptual side; and to equate language
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with intuition, and detach intuition from thinking, is to undermine the con-
ception of a unity of the human mind, upon which Croce also insists.

Gentile

Gentile’s chief concern as a critic is with the relation between poetry and phi-
losophy. His critical studies, which are fewer and narrower in scope than those
of Croce, include Gino Capponi e la cultura toscana nel secolo XIX (1922);
Dante e Manzoni (1923); L’eridità di Vittorio Alfieri (1926); Manzoni e
Leopardi: Saggi critici (1928); La profezia di Dante (1933); and Poesia e filoso-
fia di G. Leopardi (1939). The romantically exuberant La filosofia dell’arte
(1931) (The Philosophy of Art), is Gentile’s major work of aesthetic and liter-
ary theory, intended to rival that of Croce.

Before the emergence of his ‘actualism’ in 1912, Gentile adopted Croce’s
idea of the lyrical character of poetry that precedes reflective thought. Thus in
‘La filosofia di Giacomo Leopardi’ (1907),13 Gentile regards the philosophy in
Leopardi’s Zilbadone di pensieri (Notebook of Thoughts) as just a record of
different emotions or states of mind. True philosophy, however, transcends
the personal feeling of its author; it is distinct from the pure lyric expression
in images that characterises poetry.

But in a 1917 review of G. Bertacchi’s book on Leopardi (Un maestro di
vita), Gentile, in the light of his ‘actualism’, now sees Leopardi’s poetry and
his philosophy as inseparable.14 Leopardi’s poetry is produced by the feeling
which is also the source of his philosophy. Conversely, his philosophy is trans-
muted into the rhythm of his poetic feeling. Thus his philosophy is not a
system of ideas but is based on an elemental sense of what it means to be
human.

In ‘La poesia del Leopardi’ (1927) and ‘Poesia e filosofia del Leopardi’
(1938), Gentile presses this view to its limit. He argues that Leopardi’s poetry
is his philosophy and vice versa. Leopardi’s personality is realised in the unity
of his feeling and thought. Here Gentile defends the essential unity of
Leopardi’s works: the philosophical feeling of pessimism (or nòia) with which
Leopardi lives imbues all his writings. Thus Leopardi’s Operette morali (satir-
ical and ironical compositions) are as lyrical as his Canti, while the Canti
express his philosophy in lyric notes.

The theory underlying Gentile’s ‘actualist’ criticism recalls Croce’s cosmic
view: the poem is an original act in which the poet objectifies a fundamental
feeling, into which is dissolved his whole past, all his passions both lived and
fancied, and his sense of the hopes, pains, and joys of humankind. The poet
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articulates this feeling objectively (in metre, scenes, plot, etc.), constructing a
vision adequate to it, under the aegis of a pervasive self-awareness. The latter
is the active ‘moment’ which unites feeling and expression, wherein the poet
tries to make the vision of the poem adequate to the feeling, so that no objec-
tive element is devoid of feeling. For any such element is ‘poetic’ only insofar
as it serves to illuminate feeling. Considered in itself, the objective element is
non-poetic, a mere item of technique; but in a fully realised poem every such
element will be synthesised by the poet with the poetry or pervasive feeling of
the poem, so as to work as a vital part of the poetic act. Gentile defines this
whole constructive process as an act of ‘self-translation’ (autotradursi).15

The critic studies a poem in the light of the concept of the universal poetic
act, in which a feeling is objectified, and where the poem as expressive of the
unique individuality of the poet is also a unique expression of universal
humanity. The critic is to determine whether, and to what extent, a poem
attains to an adequacy of the objective elements of the poet’s vision to its orig-
inal feeling, and to define the unique way in which it does so. This involves
three stages. The critic analyses the ‘poetics’ (objective elements) of the poem;
then moves from these to an appreciation of the feeling which gave them birth;
then reconstructs the poem as a whole, viewing the objective elements as
expressive of and integrated by the feeling of the poem or, conversely, the
feeling as it develops into the world of the poem.16

Now to Croce the poem is never more than what the poet formed out of
what he or she felt; it is sealed off both from the poet’s past and that which
follows it, including its criticism. Hence to Croce the critic is a ‘philosopher
added to artist’.17 Gentile holds that the emotional experience of the poem
also has its origin only in the poem. But for him the poet’s effort to make a
poem adequate to that feeling does not close the poem off from the critic. The
poet cannot achieve an absolute adequacy because the feeling is inexhaust-
ible.18 Thus the attempt of the poet to articulate the feeling never achieves
finality. Each new critic who tries to grasp how the individual movement of the
poem embodies the feeling further defines the vision of the expression of its
feeling. To Gentile, the critic is therefore an ‘artist added to artist’.19

Also striking is Gentile’s idea that the meaning of a work is produced by the
reader, when it is being read, and not by the author who wrote it. This has
some parallels with the theme of ‘active interpretation’ developed by post-
structuralist criticism.20 But Gentile links this idea to a complex theory of
inter-personal understanding, to account for the transmission of meaning
from author to reader or from one reader to another. The basis of this theory
is that one can understand another person by transforming the facts of that
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person’s life into actions, to be imagined and understood in the present act of
thinking (pensiero pensante) of the one who would understand.

Gentile’s critics (particularly Croce) allege that in poets such as Leopardi
and Dante Gentile sees the philosopher rather than the poet, that he is blind
to what makes poetry poetry.21 True, he focuses on doctrinal poets who, to his
view, expound a philosophical poetics of life; but he does not slight poetry.
The aim of his ‘actualist’ criticism is to grasp the poet’s philosophy in the
images and the varied tone of the poem, and to show how poetry consists in
the reflective-passionate content of the poem into which is concentrated the
poet’s whole personality. Gentile’s insight is that there is no poet per se, no
poet who is not also a thinker; for the poet cannot produce a poem in detach-
ment from the act of thinking in which he or she articulates his or her feeling.
Thus it is only by tracing the integral movement of this act that the critic can
grasp all instances of poetic qualities, the specific formal skills in a poet, and
objective elements of a poem, such as stanzaic form, plot and metre.

Italian idealistic criticism after Croce and Gentile

From 1903 to 1940 Italian criticism was marked by its strong sense of affilia-
tion with the philosophical attitudes of idealism. Although there were several
notable exceptions (including G. Toffanin, B. Nardi and C. Marchesi), most
Italian critics born between 1890 and 1914 initially adopted the ideas of Croce
or Gentile. However, by the early 1930s some of these critics were beginning
to evolve positions that deviated from their masters’ teachings at crucial
points.

A main source of this divergence was the new historicism. This was a wide-
spread critical movement in Italy after the 1930s (independent of the
American new historicism) that stemmed from the work of L. Russo, and
focused on the historical presuppositions of poetry. The best known of the
new historicists (many of whom wrote for Russo’s journal Belfagor) was
Walter Binni who edited his own review La Rassegna della letteratura italiana.
Other critics who took advantage of this movement included Umberto Bosco,
N. Sapegno, G. Getto, and ‘philological’ critics, such as M. Marti, G. Contini
and L. Caretti.

Now for Croce and Gentile the content of the poem, its emotion or feeling,
is the content as formed only in the poem itself. It followed that all the poet’s
preparatory labours, private and social experience, intentions, beliefs and his-
torical situation cannot be analysed as the ‘cause’ of the emotion of the poem.
Any philological work that the critic undertakes is either preliminary to the
criticism of the poem (Croce) or consists in an analysis of the objective
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moment of the poem itself (Gentile). Gentile, in particular, had stressed that
the historical milieu in which the poem was created, as well as the emotional
life and ideas of the poet, should be studied only as they are resolved in the
‘timelessness’ of the poem. But both Croce and Gentile ruled out any attempt
to recognise the sense and value of the poem by more or less extensive
researches on the circumstances out of which it emerged.

Binni, however, disputes the idea of the poem as an autogenetic act closed
at its source from all antecedent conditions, and hence rejects the idea that the
critic has no need to avert from the poem in order to understand or evaluate
it. Instead, as in his La nuova poetica leopardiana (1947), he holds that criti-
cism should attend not only to the expression of emotion but also to the
poetica, to the ideas and literary orientation of the poet, to the historical links
between the poem and the development of literary ideals.

But ‘faithful’ Croceans, such as M. Sansone, also began to study the ways
in which the content of the poem had already been formed in the poet’s every-
day life, before it became poetry. The intention here (as with Russo and Binni)
was not to replace the aesthetic criticism of Croce and Gentile but to supple-
ment it with erudite research in the hope that a more complete ‘method’
would result. But any such extension conflicted with Croce’s and Gentile’s
idea that the work of poetry and the mind of the poet are essentially unpre-
dictable; they may hence turn out to be untraceable to any development
unearthed by the critic.

In brief, the new historicism and the emergence of poetics as a major part
of Italian literary theory undermined the idea of the unconditional original-
ity of the poem that had been central to the absolute idealism of Croce and
Gentile. But other factors, too, contributed to the gradual erosion of the
authority of this idealism for Italian criticism.

Now to Croce and Gentile criticism was essentially one in its concept (as an
evaluative criterion) and diverse only in its procedures. But after 1945 Italian
critics – for instance, Russo in his Problemi di metodo critico (1950) and
Mario Fubini, in his Critica e poesia (1973) – began to affirm only the need of
a methodological diversity. By becoming a poetics, criticism could no longer
be absolutely universal; rather each reading is a ‘hypothesis’ or a ‘metacritical
exercise’.

By the early 1950s, the main current of Italian criticism had moved away
from the idealism of Croce and Gentile. Italian critics, older and younger,
were forming new critical perspectives and becoming increasingly pluralistic
in their approaches, drawing variously from Marxism, existentialism, prag-
matism, hermeneutics, phenomenology, structuralism, semiotics or (in the
case of at least one notable Crocean, Francesco Flora) Platonism.22
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At the same time these critics became more inclined to specialise and to
leave the elemental questions to aestheticians. Or they saw no point in raising
these old questions again: ‘why illuminate the light’? To Croce and Gentile, it
had been vital to know how we know: to accept a principle without ground-
ing it in a theory of knowledge meant to surrender reason. But by the 1960s a
growing number of Italian critics had abandoned the idea of tying literary
criticism to a primary philosophy.

Today most Italian critics would regard themselves as superatori of Croce
and Gentile. Having assimilated the teachings of idealism they are not about
to revive the old ways of criticism, such as the theory of poetry as imitation;
but they are not held in check by any sense of dependence upon those
teachings.

Italian idealistic criticism outside Italy

Although he is still a well-known figure in Italy, elsewhere Gentile is hardly
known as a critic, and his critical writings remain untranslated. The reasons
for this neglect are not far to seek: Gentile wrote exclusively on Italian litera-
ture which, with the exception of Dante, has ceased to excite much general
critical interest in the rest of the world. Moreover, to many, including his erst-
while English disciple R. G. Collingwood, Gentile’s association with fascism
was enough to discredit him permanently.23 But it should be noted that Gentile
never became a party hack and his scholarly work under fascism remained
impressive.

Gentile deserves a wider consideration than he is currently getting. His con-
tribution to contemporary criticism is significant, for it represents an original
denunciation of those theories which view poetry as a ‘quintessence’ detached
from the total rhythm of human life. More than anyone, Gentile has tried to
show how poetry is the ground of our entire conscious life, of our moral
values, ideals, science, philosophy and religious beliefs.

The situation is different with Croce, whose international reputation was
enhanced by his opposition to fascism. Some of his critical writings have been
translated into several languages; and (unlike Gentile) he appears in standard
histories of aesthetics, though he is seldom mentioned in non-Italian works of
literary criticism. It is difficult to trace precisely Croce’s international influ-
ence, which is of a pervasive kind. He found several sympathetic expositors in
the United States, including Joel E. Spingarn, and in England, notably
Collingwood.24 Though he wrote extensively on French literature, and was
known to French critics such as Valéry, Croce was not greatly esteemed in
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France. His ideas (like those of Gentile) are essentially antithetical to the theo-
retical ‘anti-humanism’ of French structuralism and to other literary schools
that no longer preserve humanistic perspectives.25

Croce’s contribution to literary criticism should also be more widely appre-
ciated outside Italy, for it represents a truly systematic and philosophically
articulate attempt to defend the autonomy of poetry. In this, Croce exem-
plifies the ideal of the philosopher-critic to a remarkable degree; and much of
his value as a critic stems from his acute sense of the theoretical implications
of his practical criticism. Furthermore, he provides an able defence of criti-
cism as an essentially rational undertaking. Finally, like Gentile, Croce pre-
serves unwavering trust in the capacity of our thought to illuminate the
structures of its own activity.
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26

Spanish and Spanish American poetics 
and criticism

Manuel Barbeito Varela

– ‘The rest is silence’, said Hamlet.
– ‘Le rest est littérature’, echoed Verlaine.
– ‘Un no se qué que quedan balbuciendo’ 

(S. Juán de la Cruz)

The last decades of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twenti-
eth century saw a major change in Spanish American arts and letters: Spanish
intellectuals began to look north, reversing the European romantic artists’
movement towards the south; at the same time the state of mutual ignorance
that had existed before the 1890s between Spain and Spanish America was
transformed by the springing up of new, fertile cultural relationships. This
development was symbolically marked by the disintegration of the old
Spanish empire in 1898, when the last of the old Spanish colonies finally
gained independence. After 1898, intellectuals no longer saw Spain as the
repressive power, they began to see it instead as a victim of emergent North
American imperialism, already felt to be a threat to Spanish America.

Both Spanish and Spanish American writers were imbued with European
philosophical, literary and artistic ideas. Spanish painters received grants to
study in Europe, especially Italy; Zuloaga established himself in Paris; Sorolla
won the Grand Prix of the Paris exhibition of 1900; Picasso and Gris made
decisive contributions to the cubist revolution in Paris. In Spanish America,
French symbolism and parnassianism in particular deeply influenced those
forerunners of ‘modernismo’, such as the Mexican Gutiérrez Nájera
(1859–95), the Colombian Asunción Silva (1865–96), and the Cuban indepen-
dentist hero Martí (1853–95). In Spain, the members of the 98 Generation
also delved into European literature and philosophy.

Several Spanish Americans such as Darío, Nervo and Borges wrote and pub-
lished in Madrid during the last decade of the nineteenth and the first third of
the twentieth centuries. It may have been evidence of such activities that
tempted the Madrid review La gaceta literaria in 1927 to suggest the creation
of a sort of cultural network by Spanish speaking intellectuals, an idea which
was rejected by Spanish Americans such as Borges, Carpentier and others, who
were jealous of their independence and of their recent ascendancy. Such
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intellectuals proposed instead a cultural community of Spanish American
countries, but this was never really more than an ideal. Although neither of
these proposals was carried out, shared elements such as language and cultu-
ral traditions, not to speak of the historical relationship, remained crucial for
the development of Spanish and Spanish American literature.

The ideas belonging to ‘modernismo’ were disseminated in various
American countries through the collaboration of the modernists in journals
such as La revista azul, La revista moderna and Helios. The Nicaraguan
Rubén Darío became the leader of the modernist movement in Buenos Aires,
and he later took his ideas to Spain where he became associated with members
of the 98 Generation. In his early phase of ‘modernismo’ Darío, like other
modernists, was attracted by the concept of ‘art for art’s sake’, showing little
interest in everyday life and preferring artificial worlds, classic mythology,
exotic images and themes. After 1898, however, Darío’s art underwent a trans-
formation and became preoccupied with existential and also political prob-
lems, such as the future of Spanish America.

‘Modernismo’ effected a major change from a complex to a more simple
grammar. This suited the project of the 98 Generation who, in their desire to
debunk the fantasy of Spanish imperial splendour, attacked the grand style
with which they associated it. Thus Valle Inclán stated that: ‘[t]he way of the
Indies is no longer ours, the popes are not Spanish, but the baroque style
remains’. The 98 Generation shared the feeling, present in European culture
since the eighteenth century, of a fall from ‘true being’ to a ‘false modernity’.
For them the ideal had indeed been a reality in the Middle Ages, typically
expressed in the spontaneity and simplicity of poets like Berceo. Such a style
had then been discarded to make way for a less truthful, more ornate mode of
expression better fitted to celebrate the feats of the conquest.

The idea of Spain was central to the poetics of the 98 Generation. Moving
against the ideas of positivism and naturalism, the dominant movements of
the previous decades in Europe, they abandoned the attempt to explain
human beings in terms of their environment. Moreover, rejecting the tradition
of Pérez Galdós, they maintained that truth, whether personal or historical,
could not be found in the sequence of events on which canonical history was
based. As a foil to the idea of external history, Unamuno introduced the
concept of ‘intrahistory’: while history, in the conventional sense of the term,
deals with the great events of a nation’s past, ‘intrahistory’ is concerned with
habitual actions, popular tradition and one’s own experience of the landscape
of one’s home (Azorín used the term ‘sponge of memories’ to express this
idea). Neither great historical events nor objective description mattered for
the 98 Generation. In line with the philosophy which privileged lived experi-
ence over intellect, their aim was to capture and express seemingly insignifi-
cant things made poetic by the intensity of the moment. Machado and Azorín
held the belief that the aim of the poet was to eternalise the ephemeral living
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moment, and they considered the ability to express this moment to be the
measure of this generation’s achievement. In this they remained well within
the Romantic tradition, but exhibited a distinctive flavour of their own in that
it is the idea of the spirit of the race, a Spanish essence, that is the subject of
the living moment. In literature this concept revolutionised the novel: in place
of a rigid plot structure, artists explored new possibilities for capturing and
representing these fragmentary moments.

These artists replaced traditional narrative with impressionistic descrip-
tion; moreover they established a close link between their impressionism and
a particular view of the landscape. Laín Entralgo characterised the impres-
sionism of the 98 Generation as one in which the idea of Spain mediated
between the object and the image, in contrast to the immediacy that, accord-
ing to Levenson, ruled the impressionism of the London Imagists.1 Such an
idea of Spain led to the differentiation between the historical persona consid-
ered as an intruder into the landscape, and the ideal persona who exists in
harmony with nature.

In the interpretation of the aesthetic millenarianism of the 98 Generation,
‘dream’ is a key word in much the same way as it is for Yeats: what is only a
ghostly presence for the materialists, constitutes the ultimate reality for the
poet who, they thought, is able to divine a deeper truth in historical particu-
larity (‘reality does not matter; what matters is our dream’, said Azorín); as a
historical person, though, he must suffer from the phantasmagoric quality of
his dream. They thought that the cause of the dream’s ghostliness was a weak-
ened will, which was also perceived as the cause of the decline of Spain. The
solution to this decline was, therefore, not to be found in science and technol-
ogy, dominant in materialist Europe, but in the empowering of the ideal. This
ideal, according to Unamuno, was what the new-born quixotic Spain could
impart to Europe; it was also essential if Spain was to avoid importing
Europe’s inhuman materialism along with its science and technology. The
figures of the 98 Generation here differ significantly from the contemporary
‘regenerationists’ (Costa and Ramón y Cajal) who emphasised that Spain’s
future, like that of other European nations, lay in improving material living
conditions by means of investment in science, education, transport and agri-
culture.

Such ideas dominated the literary and aesthetic criticism of the 98
Generation and were also reflected in the work of those artists that they
brought to the forefront. Their favoured painters refused to paint historical
themes and, like the impressionists, abandoned the study for the open air to
paint the landscape and its inhabitants. They especially admired Zuloaga
who, like Goya and El Greco, explored the aesthetic potential of black. The
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classical Spanish writers and painters, on the other hand, were ignored except
where they lent themselves to this modernist quest for the expression of the
Spanish character. The figure of Menéndez Pidal illustrates the force of this
idealism: in spite of the fact that it was he who introduced a positivist perspec-
tive into Spanish studies, his concept of tradition shows elements of transcen-
dence, and his work was driven by an impulse to recover the old Spanish spirit,
lost in modern times and wandering the fields of Castile.2

The younger writers of ‘98’, also referred to as the 1914 generation (Ortega
y Gasset, Castro, Marañón, Azaña, Madariaga), distanced themselves from
their elders in several respects. First, they reacted against their pessimism.
Secondly, instead of trying to locate the expression of a unique Spanish char-
acter in medieval literature, people like Castro studied the Golden Age of
Spanish letters and tried to prove the existence of a Spanish Renaissance, to
understand the Spanish spirit as the spirit of the age. Thirdly, in Historia
como sistema (1935) (‘History as System’), Ortega rejected any kind of
transcendent spirit, and argued for the historicity of the human spirit. In La
rebelión de las masas (1930) (The Revolt of the Masses), he made fun of those
who believed in the existence of a Spanish or French spirit before the existence
of either Spain or France. Fourthly, Ortega denied that pure realism was the
essence of Spanish literature, arguing that Don Quixote drew on both irreal-
ist and realist traditions.

Castro did not give up the search for a Spanish spirit, but refused to define
it as a single essence and emphasised the diversity of its origins (attributing
Spanish realism to Arab influence, for example). This idea had methodologi-
cal consequences in that this spirit could no longer be thought of in abstract
terms, but had to be studied in concrete sociological contexts. Castro himself
underwent a methodological change: his El pensamiento de Cervantes (1925)
had been influenced by Dilthey’s abstract perspective on the history of
thought, but by the time he wrote his España en su historia (revised edn.
1954), he had moved to this more contextualised approach.

In 1914, Ortega wrote two of his most important works on aesthetics and
literary theory: Ensayo de estética a manera de prólogo (‘Essay on Aesthetics
by Way of Prologue’), and Meditaciones del Quijote. They establish the basis
of his aesthetics and also reflect a critical attitude which resembles hermeneu-
tics, but differs from immanent criticism.3 In the ‘Essay’, Ortega pays tribute
to a new kind of writing which he calls ‘antihumanist’, a style which is free
from referentiality. Ortega is able to reject both immanentism and referential-
ity through a phenomenological aesthetics: this bypasses the referent by
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suspending (what Husserl called) ‘the natural attitude’ which confuses our
representation of the world with reality. Thus, the text or image is no longer
taken to be ruled by the identity of the referent, and the reader’s identity also
dissolves, or rather, is changed in the process of re-creating the work of art.
These ideas came to be central to the work of the 1927 generation.

The 1920s is another celebrated period for Spanish twentieth-century arts
and letters. It includes painters such as Dalí and Miró, film directors, such as
Buñuel, musicians such as Roberto and Ernesto Halfter, and, most impor-
tantly, the 1927 generation of poets: García Lorca, Alberti, Guillén, Salinas,
Cernuda, Aleixandre and others. This group of poets was much influenced by
various literary innovations: the ‘pure poetry’ of Juán Ramón Jiménez, who
advocated concision, the suppression of anecdote and free verse; also ‘cre-
ationism’, the Spanish version of ‘ultraism’ – a kind of experimental poetry
from the early twenties that rejected tradition and advocated the creation of
highly subjective imaginary worlds, daring juxtaposition of images, experi-
ments with words and metrical innovations. ‘Creationism’ had been founded
in Paris by Reverdy and the Chilean poet Huidobro; it had a substantial
impact in Spanish America through the influence of Borges, and also in Spain
where the poets Diego and Larrea were its main exponents.

Dámaso Alonso, the poet-critic of the generation, classified two phases in
what was called the 27 Generation: the first was rather formalist and dehu-
manised; the second began when, after 1927, life and passion returned to their
poetry. Surrealism developed during the twenties in Paris, and was adopted by
Spanish artists such as Dalí, Miró and Buñuel; it also influenced some
members of the 27 Generation such as Cernuda, and Spanish American
writers such as Carpentier, who (together with the younger writers Paz and
Cortázar) was to prolong the influence of surrealism well beyond the interwar
period. To the poets’ political involvement in the turbulent period of the thir-
ties in Spain corresponded a poetry more concerned with social problems (for
example Alberti; also Neruda who came to Spain in 1934). To add to the
social upheaval, the Spanish Civil War destroyed the rich cultural atmosphere
Spain had enjoyed in the first part of the century because the most important
artists and intellectuals had backed the republican government and were now
forced into exile.

In 1944 Dámaso Alonso published Hijos de la ira (‘Children of Wrath’),
which signified the return to a more humanistic understanding of art which
was emerging throughout war-torn Europe. However, form continued to be
essential for Alonso, and it was he who, together with Amado Alonso,
broached stylistics as a critical discipline in Spain, and thus introduced a sci-
entific element into the study of literary form and a change in the concept of
literary history. Stylistics followed two main lines: Dámaso strove to find a
method of analysing the distinctive language of poetry, whereas Amado tried
to examine the way in which poetic feeling is objectivised in the work of art.
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Though Dámaso Alonso’s poetics was romantic in some aspects (he believed
in the intuition of both poet and reader as the means of both creation and
communication), his practice was influenced by the methodology of the
natural sciences which led him to a detailed analysis of poetic form. His move
to a humanised poetry did not stop him from practising immanent analysis,
and in 1948 he wrote Vida y obra de Medrano, a formalist study. Dámaso
Alonso did not go all the way towards formalism: in Poesía española, he
returned to Crocean idealism, incorporating notions such as ‘the signified’
and ‘the poet’s feeling’ rather than viewing the work of art as an autonomous
object. Like the Russian formalists, Alonso was interested in the avant-garde
and immanent critique; he also used structuralist terminology, but he did not
follow through in his theory the implications either of this or of formalism
itself.

Stylistics remained prominent throughout the fifties and dominated the
Spanish critical scene until the arrival of structuralism in the sixties. The theo-
retical debate in the forties and fifties concentrated on the social function of
art; moreover literature after the Spanish Civil War showed a marked drift
away from pure poetry towards an art concerned with human affairs. The
poet-critic Bousoño, who began his career in the forties, defined three modes
through which a writer could tell the truth of his time at that moment in
history: social literature, realism and existentialism (which last he himself
favoured).4 Social literature was taken up by poets who retained the hope that
poetry could make something happen. Realism went through several stages in
the novel: from the crude presentation of unpleasant aspects of reality
(‘Tremendismo’: e.g. Cela’s La familia de Pascual Duarte, 1942), to neo-realist
objective presentation, influenced by the aesthetics of Italian cinema (e.g.
Sanchez Ferlosio’s El Jarama, 1956), to dialectical realism, in which the author
is re-introduced and the reader involved in a play of identity and difference
with the characters (e.g. Martín Santos’ Tiempo de silencio, 1960).5 The
search for the writer’s own voice led to an assault on language and to the dis-
placement of the story in favour of discourse, which culminated in
Goytisolo’s Reivindicación del conde don Julián (1970) (‘Vindication of
Count don Julián’), a novel which Gimferrer considers a masterpiece of
Spanish literature.6 Realism in the novel continued up until the sixties, when
myth and allegory made their appearance along with the fantastical
(Cunqueiro, Sender) under the influence of Spanish American ‘magic
realism’, still marginal in Spain at that time.

Rather like Amado Alonso, Bousoño tried to explain the poetic process
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itself, with special emphasis on the contribution of the artist. In his self-analy-
sis, published as a long introduction to his Antología poética 1945–1973
(1976), Bousoño explains the goal of his poetry as an ‘aesthetics of surprise’
achieved through the analysis of minute detail, a practice which also domi-
nates his literary criticism. He uses a mechanism of metaphor characteristic
of poetry at the time to illustrate his method: that in which the significatory
dimension of the ‘vehicle’ far exceeds any observable similarity with the
‘tenor’. An example here is Maiakovski’s: ‘I shall make me black trousers with
the felt of my voice.’ Juán Ramón Jiménez and the poets of the 27 Generation
had already employed this technique, but Bousoño pushes it to the extreme.
Here is the development of the metaphor of the passage of time in his poem
‘El rio de las horas’ (‘The River of Hours’): ‘It moves, silent, imperceptible/ . . .
astute, disguised as a wardrobe/ it moves through the room,/ still, like a coffin,
it moves.’ This style of language contrasts vividly with that of the pre-eminent
poet-critic of the following generation, José Ángel Valente.

Octavio Paz once stated that, after the Spanish Civil War, between 1940 and
1960, the universalist impulse of Spanish culture, which had been so vitally
present in the 98 and 27 Generations, disappeared.7 The dialogue between
Spain and the Spanish American writers broke down and contact with
European culture faded. What Paz missed in Spanish literature was reflection
on language, which had been replaced by a poetry more concerned with social
and political problems. But Valente’s career is evidence that this statement,
though true to an extent, needs some qualification. Valente was deeply inter-
ested in Spanish American poetry (his first critical essay was significantly ded-
icated to Huidobro in 1950; later he wrote on César Vallejo, Borges, Lezama
Lima and others) and devoted much attention to questions of language; in
line with Cernuda, he also showed considerable interest in the English literary
tradition. (It should be noted that Valente was not an isolated case: there were
editorial projects such as the journal Insula, which attempted to keep Spanish
thinkers in contact with the rest of the world during those difficult times.)

Like Bousoño, Valente reacted against the social poetry of the time,
denouncing its abandonment of style in favour of a prosaic engagement with
ideology. He contributed to the debate during the forties and fifties about the
social function of art, which treated communication and knowledge as oppo-
sites. Those who defended the ideal of communication, the ‘social poets’,
drew on Machado’s idea of the primacy of content over form and also on that
of the power of literature to heal (which Machado himself had applied to
existential insecurity, but which they applied to social evils). In 1950,
Aleixandre published two collections of aphorisms under the significant titles
Poesía, moral y público and Poesía: comunicación,8 which provoked Barral in
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1953 to write ‘Poesía no es comunicación’, an essay whose importance has
been compared to Paz’s El arco y la lira (1956), and which accuses ‘social
poetry’ of colloquialism and of reducing the reader to a passive recipient of
the message.

Aleixandre, though, was insisting that poetic form serve an epistemological
purpose (poetic ‘iridescence . . . discovers the deep truth to be revealed’), and
Valente follows this path in underlining the link between the process of poetic
creation and knowledge. This kind of knowledge cannot be achieved through
identity thinking (here Ortega’s influence is felt, along with Heidegger’s and
Adorno’s more specific usage of the term). Valente’s criticism of convention
and identity thinking works on two levels: true poetic creation as such is the
indictment of stagnant ideology; on a different level, however, the attempt to
uproot convention itself leads to the very edge of silence, hence Valente’s
interest in mysticism. The mystic exists at the limits of language insofar as he
or she tries to express an inexpressible experience (whether understood as the
experience of God, of an instant in the eternal Being, or as a privileged
moment of transient being), where silence is, in absolute terms, the only ade-
quate response. Valente conceives poetry as the ‘explosion of a silence’: this is
to say that the words are taken to be scattered fragments of silence and are
poetic in so far as they bear its traces. This is the reason why the investigation
of rhythm, largely achieved through silence in poetry, is so important for
Valente. It also explains his interest in Chillida’s art, in which the plastic
expression of silence, the void, is so prominent. Driven by the desire to master
the blank page, Valente’s poetry frees itself from the loquacious imagery of
mystic poetry and concentrates on linguistic intensity.9

Gimferrer argues that after the Spanish Civil War, the project of the 27
Generation was continued in Spanish America as part of a larger endeavour
which sought to bring about the transition from romanticism to symbolism.10

It can be described as a move away from interest in the genius of the poet
towards interest in the genius of language, which goes along with a shift from
a poetry revolving round the vision of transcendent Being to one of a vision of
nothingness. It requires that western metaphysics (which understood Being as
substance) be replaced by one in which Being is no longer opposed to nothing-
ness. From the moment in Being we move to the moment of being, or in
Nietzsche’s terms, eternity is replaced by a sense of transient vitality.

Octavio Paz searched for the expression of the unity of opposites (e.g. I and
the other, spirit and body) beyond western philosophy, and found it in eastern
tantric eroticism (Ladera Este, 1969 [‘The Eastern Side’]). However, in Paz’s
poetry critical awareness is never given up, and consequently a certain dis-
tance is maintained from any kind of mysticism. Gimferrer pointed out, refer-
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ring to Paz’s El mono gramático (1974) (‘The Grammarian Ape’): the revela-
tion of ‘the unity of the world corresponds to its dissolution . . . totality and
vacuity’ are the same. Void and silence are central to Paz’s poetics, as they are
to Valente’s.

1940 was a turning point in the Spanish American novel. The new novel was
influenced by European literature, but it also gained independence from it.
These writers shared with modernism the defence of the autonomy of the
work of art, and even when they were politically engaged, often with the left,
they claimed freedom both from referentiality and from ideology. They
reacted against realism, questioned the world’s intelligibility and probed the
consequences of this for the novel. This necessarily led them to experiment.
There is no longer any valid intepretation of the world (‘poems have no con-
tents’, said Paz); the aesthetic fact, said Borges, is ‘perhaps, the imminence of
a revelation which does not take place’. Rather than receiving knowledge
about reality, the reader is involved in the interrogation of language and, con-
sequently, of his or her world.

Like the European modernists, these writers realised that the traditional
opposition between reality and appearance was part of the ideological game,
but they could see in the Spanish Civil War and in World War II how soon an
ideology could become reality. In Borges’ fiction, the interrogation of lan-
guage goes hand in hand with the dissolution of the boundaries between the
fantastic and the real. Reality is exposed as fantasy, and that which seemed to
be fantastic is revealed to be in some ways a very accurate rendition of reality
(e.g. Borges’ Deutsches Requiem, 1946). Playing with the boundaries between
literature and reality is an attempt to communicate this sense of things. In the
last part of Cabrera Infante’s Tres tristes tigres (1964) (‘Three Sad Tigers’),
the protagonist promises to recount the ‘real’ facts that the reader is reading
in a future story.

Overturning normal notions of space and time is part of the experiment.
Time can be reversible, either as a consequence of the literature-reality game
that we have just described, or because a cyclical notion of time replaces a
linear one. Individual identity falls a prey to the game in Borges’ La muerte y
la brújula (1944) (‘Death and the Compass’), where the possibility that the
pursuer can become pursued remains open; as in Yeats’ great wheel, roles can
be changed in a new phase of the cycle. The span of a lifetime can acquire
cosmic proportions. In Carpentier’s Los pasos perdidos (1953) (‘The lost
steps’), the action spans the time from the fourth day of the creation of the
world to the apocalypse, described as a journey across periods and regions of
a mythologised American reality.

The new Spanish American novel diverges both from its former tradition
and from the conventions of modernism in its understanding of magic realism
and of the character of the work of art, respectively. Modernism’s defence of
the autonomy of the work of art had produced a division between high and
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popular art. The new Spanish American writers struggled to overcome some
of the basic binary distinctions of modernist art (escapist/engaged,
high/popular) partly by restoring a basic sense of narrativity, a bond between
the reader and the writer.11 These novelists also aimed to overcome the oppo-
sition between the local and the universal which had hampered the Spanish
American novel by finding similarities across cultures, and they tried to take
account of the western literary tradition in their writings.

The great South American writers are among the most important contem-
porary critics in the Spanish language. This is partly because they did not
limit themselves to literary criticism, but embarked on a critique which
encompassed social problems and scientific issues. In their critical essays and
in their works of fiction they merge artistic skill with questions of theory,
blurring the boundaries between the genres. From the perspective of literary
criticism, they are what T. S. Eliot called practitioners whose aim is to pave the
way for their art. All this formed part of a style whose greatest merit is that of
an unceasing self-interrogation. It allows the reader to participate in the
process of creation and encourages him or her to engage in a complex critique
of the workings of ideology.
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American neopragmatism and its background
Dan Latimer

The lure of euphoric certainty: C. S. Peirce and William James

Pragmatism may not be uniquely American in its origins. The German think-
ers F. A. Lange and Hans Vaihinger are pragmatist when they hold that believ-
ing something unproven by experiment could still be good for you. G. T.
Fechner and the French philosopher Charles Renouvier encouraged William
James to believe whatever James found to contribute in the long run to human
happiness.1 Judith Ryan detects in James traces of Austrian thought, namely
Ernst Mach: ‘What is valid for me is not what is true, but what I need.’2

Whatever its provenance, pragmatism comes to have an instinctive appeal to
Americans, with whom common sense comes robustly into play, the same
national feature that John Dewey in ‘The Practical Character of Reality’
(1908) will call ‘gumption’ or ‘horse sense’, ‘taking hold of things right end
up’.3 Charles Sanders Peirce says that pragmatism is nothing more than the
application of the old saw that ‘by their fruits ye shall know them’, acknowl-
edging James’ view that the value of a concept lies in the future conduct that
issues from that concept.4 The meaning of a belief is the action that the belief
makes possible. The Greek word pragma, as James points out, means action.5

It is a word from which ‘practice’ and ‘practical’ derive. Americans are
thought to be both restlessly active and future-oriented, hence the native
appeal to them of pragmatism.6 They are said to be impatient with making
unnecessary, impractical distinctions. They are blessedly unreflective and
optimistic, hence their resentment at Grübelsucht, a word William James uses
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to refer to the morbid melancholy brooding supposedly characteristic of
Germans.7 Such ‘theoretic grubbing and brooding’, like ‘sick shriekings of . . .
dying rats’ depress Americans and divert energies better suited, if not to prim-
itive accumulation, then at least to hearty rushing about.8

On the other hand, Peirce points out in his ‘Pragmatism in Retrospect: A
Last Formulation’ (1906) that pragmatism began as a Boston institution defi-
antly called ‘The metaphysical club’.9 Sometimes the club met in Peirce’s
study, sometimes in William James’. Oliver Wendell Holmes, the future chief
justice, was a sometimes uneasy member. It was a club established by people
who either wanted to be religious or wanted to be tolerant of those who were.
The enemy was a kind of scientific empiricist type hard-minded enough to
insist that religious belief attain the status of fact. Since religion seldom pro-
vides facts on such matters as the existence of God or the immortality of the
soul, the empiricists, everywhere in the ascendency in 1874, were wont to treat
our world as nothing but careening matter and its God as a ‘gaseous verte-
brate’, to use Haeckel’s cruel joke.10 It is clear to anyone familiar with The
Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) that the driving force behind James’
book is the determination to save the religious view of the world from sneer-
ing philosophes exalting facts. There, with a tolerant irony which, however,
can’t conceal the most encyclopaedic patience and human sympathy, James
enumerates all imaginable kinds of religiosity, each kind more delirious,
morbid and ‘psychopathic’ than the next, and ranging from the ‘mumbo-
jumbo’ of benighted ‘savages’, to the hallucinatory ‘photisms’ (visions) of
Paul and Constantine, to the apoplectic convulsions of tent-revivalists, to the
frosty Stoic chill of Marcus Aurelius, who has God doing a ‘wholesale, not a
retail, business’, that is, concentrating on general laws and disdaining private
visitations upon his writhing creatures here below.11 From James’ pragmatic
point of view, we need spend no time proving that the God promoted by any
given religious conception is empirically real or merely an emanation of
someone’s private insecurities. ‘Does God exist?’ is an irrelevant question.
God is not known, nor is he understood. ‘He is used.’ The point of any relig-
ion is that it gets us a richer, more satisfying life than we would have if we
believed the world was but a random convulsion of matter. Belief in God gets
us more love of life. God is real because he produces real effects. He opens up
new spheres of power for us, unlocking an interior world which otherwise
would be an empty waste.

In ‘The Fixation of Belief’ (1877) Peirce agrees that doubt is unpleasant and
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belief must be stabilised, otherwise euphoric certainty remains out of reach.12

Peirce has no patience with ‘dilettanti’ who revel in debauched uncertainty, in
their fatiguing instability never caring whether the questions they ask get
answered or not. He would disapprove in advance of much of recent French
thought. We are reminded that American neopragmatism, including the anti-
theory movement, begins to develop in response to the Grübelei, if not the
sick shriekings, of post-Heideggerian theory and the admirers of Maurice
Blanchot, for whom euphoric certainty is a suspicious human feature at
best.13 Even for Peirce some ways of inducing euphoric certainty are less
respectable than others. Peirce’s own golden ‘bride’, the Scientific Method,
involves an ongoing struggle short on easy pleasure.14 Richard Rorty will
eventually deny Peirce’s pragmatist credentials for the retrograde belief that
human thought will one day harmonise with Being, rather than float unprob-
lematically above Being in its own ungrounded realm.15 For Rorty, James is the
most authentic pragmatist of the two precursors. But in Peirce’s terms,
Jamesian certainty might seem tainted either by the tenacity method, by
which we believe what we have to to make us happy, or by the a priori method,
belief by harmonious parallels: waking after sleeping demonstrates life after
death.16 Indeed James seems at times to occupy the position of Sebastian Flyte
of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited who can believe in the manger, ox
and ass, precisely because they are lovely ideas. The aesthetic justification of
belief, the euphoric harmony flowing from shape, resolution and a sense of
purpose, may be the principal seduction of American pragmatism. Both
Peirce and James are accessible and pleasurable to read, a tradition continued
by their recent disciples. If pleasure is not a conspicuous product of John
Dewey’s unwearied extrapolations, aesthetic harmony in principle certainly is.

The surprising case of John Dewey

Dewey is a thinker whose mind circles lovingly around images of harmony,
whether physical, aesthetic or social. He is offended by imbalance – for
example, by instances of elitism and privilege. The armature of injustice is the
means/end distinction, which he seeks to undermine at all costs.17 To consider
the part as a mere means and not as an indispensable feature of the whole is to
shatter organic unity. When we consider the labouring class as animated tools
permitting leisure to the elite, we perpetuate the anti-banausic prejudices of
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the ancient Greeks, who regarded those who work with their hands as tainted
by servility and instrumentality.18 When one class exists as a means for the
welfare of another, there is not only class oppression; there is a hierarchy
debasing the body vis-à-vis the mind. There is a separation of the somatic
from the psychic. Products of the intellective realm become separated and iso-
lated from use, very much in the manner of Kantian aesthetic theory, accord-
ing to which the beautiful is decorative design and of no practical use at all.
Kant even rejects the use of figurative speech to move people to action, treat-
ing the blandishments of rhetoric as unworthy seduction. Kant separates the
aesthetic from the appetitive, rejecting Burke’s connection of a taste for
canary wine with a taste for the beautiful.19

For Dewey, however, when the beautiful is separated from use, art becomes
isolated and sterile. Museums take over. Beautiful things are torn from their
living contexts, no longer enriching the lives of real human beings. High art
reinforces class difference, arguing by its auratic presence the superiority of
the collector possessing it. On a larger scale, national museums are places to
store a nation’s loot, gathered during eras of imperialism and militarism,
arguing one nation’s superiority over another. Beauty becomes a sublimation
of ugly national impulses. Art becomes a civilisation’s ‘beauty parlor’ and art
works esoteric and alien. The artist is cut off from any healthy communal
context. Dewey proposes to connect art to the ‘activities of the live creature in
its environment’. Siding with Kant’s Iroquois sachem, who admired the Paris
cook shops, Dewey says there is no reason why a meal in a Paris restaurant
should not be the paradigm of an aesthetic experience, shapely and satisfying
to every sense, from the candlelight and roses to the Sauce Robert. There is no
reason why a neat room should not be aesthetically pleasing. If ‘aesthetic’
means that every bodily sense is on a heightened state of alert, we should also
think of the live animal, its wary glances, its cocking of the ears, every one of
its senses on the qui vive. The old man poking a fire on a cold winter night is
warmed by his fire as an instrumentality but also excited aesthetically by the
colourful drama of the fire and imaginatively participates in it. It is ‘mere
ignorance’ that withholds aesthetic status to life experiences like these.20

Dewey’s most formative intellectual experience as an undergraduate was a
sudden sense of the ‘interdependence and interrelated unity’ of the parts of
the human body to the whole. It was this experience that gave him his ultimate
philosophical paradigm. Biological functions of the body are not external or
servile to its intellective phantasmata. Biology and thought work together in
a cooperative enterprise. The same paradigm informs the work of art. Paints
are the means of a picture as an end, but the paints are also the picture itself.
‘Tones . . . are the means of music, because they constitute, make, are,
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music.’21 The materials of a house or the words of a poem cannot be seen
apart from the form of the composition as a whole. In every part of a work,
the end is present, nor would the end exist without the parts. Such notions of
interrelated unity have drastic implications. To revise instrumentality at
Dewey’s level of intensity is not only to invalidate the privileging of soul over
body, of the intellective over the banausic, of white over blue collar, fine art
over useful artefacts, museums over ordinary life, theory over practice; at the
political level it is to return to an egalitarianism so fundamental that it is
inconceivable in the United States, whether in the eighteenth century or today.
And yet Dewey insists on precisely this intimate relation between politics and
beauty. The value of a given civilisation rests on its aesthetic life. All present
vitiation of the aesthetic in American society is directly traceable to oligarchic
control of labour for the purpose of private profit.22

Richard Rorty and the pragmatism of self-creation

It is the hypnotic Richard Rorty who has renewed pragmatism’s hold over
American philosophy and belles lettres. It is he who has renewed interest in
John Dewey. Certainly he transmits the democratic, somatic naturalism of
Dewey in an unexpected way, associating him as far as possible with Martin
Heidegger.23 Both Dewey and Heidegger reject analytic, scientistic philoso-
phy. Both are anti-foundational in the sense that they do not believe that there
are essences (of beauty, justice, truth) free from colouration by historical acci-
dent. In fact, there are no essences at all. Both Dewey and Heidegger are
aggressive toward the philosophical tradition, casting out accumulated preju-
dice. Both want to emphasise the ties between poetry and philosophy. Both
want philosophy to find honourable terms of surrender to poetry. Both
abandon the correspondence theory of truth to promote ‘truth’ as strong self-
expression, the creative invention of a new vocabulary which escapes the
humiliation of belatedness, surely Rorty’s own most representative idea, and
precisely the one that attracts him to Heidegger.24 Heidegger rejects the mis-
guided rationalism that seeks to penetrate to ahistorical truth. He wants to
see the philosophical tradition as a series of poetic achievements. He admires
those who have spoken truths transcending mere reason. Poets are the true
thinkers. They are irrational, unassimilable lightning bolts from the blue,
blasting apart the inherited language of their tradition with startling new
metaphors. Dewey too believes the imagination is the ‘chief instrument of the
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good’ and that ‘art is more moral than moralities’.25 But Dewey is a political,
not a poetic pragmatist, persisting in a kind of ‘social hope’ which Heidegger
abandoned in disgust, and which Rorty too finds naive.26

Rorty claims for himself an alignment closer to Dewey than to Heidegger,
but his ‘strong-poet’ predilection is actually closer to Heidegger.27 Rorty
appreciates the democratic gregariousness of Dewey. Rorty hates cruelty and
promotes human solidarity. But at bottom he is most impressed with the
‘deconstructive’ side of Heidegger, the side that celebrates the idiosyncratic
vates (poet-seer) climbing the mountain path away from all clichés of empty
chatter, mere Gerede, climbing away from modern technological frenzy to
primal solitude, to gather Black Forest mushrooms and listen to the chime of
stillness, eventually to reappear himself with flashing eyes and floating hair, to
issue new lightning-bolt metaphors of his own. Even utopian political ideals
are first the product of enthusiastic genius.28 If we ever get what we want, or
what Rorty wants, the strong poet will have provided it. ‘What is lasting is the
gift of the poets’, as Hölderlin said.

Rorty makes a distinction between systematic philosophers and edifying
philosophers. The first sort think they are providing truths about the world as
it is. Their discourse is a ‘mirror’ of reality. They celebrate facts. The second
sort insist that self-formation (Bildung) be substituted for knowledge as
thinking’s proper goal. The point of self-edification is not to get the facts right
but to find a ‘new and more interesting way to express ourselves’. Such activ-
ity is ‘poetic’ in the sense that it thrives on the ‘abnormal’.29 It takes us ‘out of
our old selves by the power of strangeness’, aids us in ‘becoming new beings’.
The ultimate horror is to be passive, shoving around ‘already coined pieces’,
accepting another’s description of us.30 The goal of the self is to create the self
out of its own sheer strength. In constructing our own minds, we create the
only part of ourselves that matters, that part that differentiates us from all the
others.

We cannot really say these newly forged selves with their private salvational
abnormality have any privileged ontological priority over the selves of plod-
ding drudges.31 The ‘poem’ that is the self of the pervert or the lunatic can be
just as ‘richly textured’ as our own. No one vision of things can be raised on
high as the one before which all others must prostrate themselves. Without
foundations, the best we can do is tolerate each other’s mighty poem,
somehow keeping the conversation going between incommensurable selves as
they all strive to escape the influence of every other self. What a liberal democ-
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racy means in fact is that everyone has the right to pursue self-realisation as
long as that pursuit does not harm or humiliate someone else. We must hope
that democratic society can get along without any other foundation and that,
despite the competition of self-creation, people will nevertheless be willing to
‘cling . . . together against the dark’, as Rorty movingly puts it in a famous
phrase.32 After we have spent so much time, though, differentiating ourselves
from others and disdaining conformity, it seems unlikely that our first impulse
will be to fling ourselves into the arms of others, risk our lives for them, sacri-
fice ourselves for their sake, nor will they be delighted to receive us in the
liberal democratic boat for the sake of our icon-shattering conversation.
Moreover, the liberal democratic boat seems small when one takes a close
look at it. Rorty thinks of U.S. society as a ‘private club’ where one retreats in
relief after a long day at the ‘bazaar’, dealing with people who are ‘irredeem-
ably different’.33 If we also seem alien to them, it is because we have wanted to
be. Despite Rorty’s assurances, it seems likely that, having pushed the enve-
lope of the private psyche beyond the communal, we will find ourselves sitting
alone in the dark when the dark comes.

Self-assertion and the community: the lesson of Stanley Fish

The foundational affinity between Richard Rorty and Stanley Fish is that there
is no foundation, only a choice of language games. Pragmatists believe, with
William James, what is profitable or expedient to believe. We have our being in
surfaces, says Fish, and ‘it is surfaces all the way down’.34 Thomas Pavel reassur-
ingly calls this pragmatist attitude ‘la conscience aiguë de la contingence’,35 an
attitude which tempts Rorty toward avuncular sweetness, but Fish toward com-
bativeness and intensified chutzpah. An acute sense of one’s contingency does
not exactly disarm one’s enemies. There is a danger in milquetoast liberalism.36

One must be ready for those full of passionate conviction. The threat from that
quarter in fact is the reason why ‘strong multiculturalism’ is a contradiction in
terms. ‘Boutique multiculturalism’ is the end of the liberal line. A taste for
hummus will not lead to Hamas. No one will adopt a point of view that implies
his own abolition. One just always is a ‘uniculturalist’, insists Fish.37
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Rorty distinguishes between analytic and edifying philosophy, privileging
the latter. Fish identifies the choice in literary research between the model of
demonstration and the model of persuasion, privileging the latter.38 If you
adopt the former you consider yourself in humble service to a cause greater
than yourself. The value of your work amounts to adequation to an iconic
original, which will always be other than what is said about it. You add facts
to a great heap of earlier research and so participate in mankind’s standing
ever taller, growing ever closer to ultimate truth. For Fish, as for Rorty, ulti-
mate truth is as much a notion for the dustbin as modesty. The consumer of
poetry takes priority over any objective item consumed. The activity of per-
ception itself constitutes the object. What the perceiver understands is the
realisation of the object’s identity. What the perceiver sees is then retroactively,
and incorrectly, attributed to the object. What the object is apart from its
identity in the consumer Fish does not know, nor does anyone else. If the dem-
onstration model is not bankrupt, why then, when a given Shakespeare sonnet
is only fourteen lines long, has the ultimate truth about it not yet been demon-
strated after four hundred years?39

Steven Knapp and Walter Benn Michaels admire the part of Fish’s pragma-
tism that claims that there is just practice, that one does what one does, believes
what one believes, without ever needing to reach a position outside practice
where pure principles abide. Anyway, ‘there are no such principles’, says Fish.40

Knapp and Michaels concur that truth is the same as what one happens to
believe at the moment, episteme is doxa, in Plato’s terms. Knowledge is true
belief. They believe themselves more pragmatic than Fish, however, because
Fish admits the possibility that his present belief may only seem better than his
earlier belief, that progress from one to the other may be delusory, a thought
that shows him to be in a realm of principle which he denies. Moreover Fish
locates the act of interpretation in the reader. For Knapp and Michaels ‘what a
text means is just what its author intended it to mean’.41 There are no intention-
less meanings. ‘My car ran out of gas’ could consequently never mean ‘my
Pullman emerged from a cloud of argon’ as long as the speaker lives on earth
and owns a Ford. Richard Shusterman finds the Knapp/Michaels dislike of pol-
ysemy (uncontrolled signification) to be a position closer to old-fashioned
empiricism than to true pragmatism, which is comfortable with pluralism.42

Pragmatism moreover is future-oriented, rather than fixated on antecedent
phenomena, as in this case on the intention of the author’s speech act.
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Fish is more ego-driven than empirical.43 He would claim that the private
ego is constituted and wilfulness constrained by a community of interpreters,
but this community is defined by its agreement with him.44 There is no reason
for doing what we do other than partisan and subjective concerns.45 What
counts, finally, is self-assertion, one’s success in differentiating one’s views in
the literary culture from everyone else’s, displacing earlier views, even one’s
own earlier views, and imposing new ones on everyone else.46 One is driven to
compete, persuade and dominate. The glory of the persuasion model is that it
allows us total domination if we are good at it. The dinginess of the demon-
strative model is that it is not adaptable to raw rhetorical coercion. The insti-
tutions we work for encourage the persuasion model, since the profession’s
greatest rewards go to those who play Fish’s way. Given Fish’s current ascen-
dency in his profession, his point is hard to deny.47 Not everyone has the skill,
or the right, to perform as Fish does.48 The level of anarchy is kept low because
the ‘interpretive community’ doesn’t listen to just anyone. They listen to their
own, those whom they have admitted to their body. They know who they are.
They have an institutional solidarity. They exert control over the proliferation
of interpretive product. Some voices just are more important than others. For
Northrop Frye to denounce the concept of the archetype is infinitely more
important than for some community college nobody to do the same.49

Richard Shusterman and the return to Dewey

Richard Shusterman considers Fish’s ‘interpretive community’ elitist and
exclusionary.50 He also takes issue with Rorty’s definition of human nature as
too exclusively linguistic, detecting in Rorty a puritanical revulsion for
Dewey’s ‘raw feels’, his solicitude for the body. Shusterman admits the cen-
trality of language for high-grade reflection but wants to identify areas of
human experience besides pain that escape linguistic formulation. There is a
bodily understanding that precedes linguistic cogitation. Actual conscious-
ness is only a small part of human experience, as Dewey said. There is also a
whole universe of nonreflectional experience. Shusterman calls this world
‘somatic understanding’. When we listen to music, the body listens. The
body’s organic responses to an allegro and to a largo are entirely different.
The same holds for keys and chords. Peirce had also said that listening to
music is not thinking.
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Shusterman goes even farther. There are people who think without words,
residing in ‘unmanageably illiterate and darkly somatic neighborhoods of
town that we philosophers . . . avoid and ignore’.51 It is arrogant to say with
Stanley Fish that high-level interpretation is the only game in town, that the
unarticulated pleasure afforded by art to naive or non-professional consu-
mers is less valuable than the misprisions of the mighty. An informal chat at
the water cooler is also a work of literary criticism. We cannot dismiss the
experiences of the dark somatic neighborhoods as inhuman because they have
not been caught in the web of articulate language. For Wittgenstein, there are
‘things that cannot be put into words’. Nietzsche insisted that the soma deter-
mines the psyche, and here Dewey would agree, who expends considerable
effort in Experience and Nature promoting the theories of the ‘Alexander
technique’ designed to enhance the continuity of mind and body.52

One advantage of Shusterman’s pragmatism is that it provides a view of
mass culture very much at variance with the snobbery both of high Marxism
(Theodor Adorno) and that of right-wing Straussian reactionaries (Allan
Bloom), who, though they agree on nothing else, can both condemn popular
art as revolting trash. To follow Dewey implies a tolerant, inclusive sense of
aesthetic experience. Broadening our conception of art to include rock and
rap compositions opens us to communication not only with disadvantaged
classes but to alternatives to the political status quo. Shusterman hopes that
native American anti-intellectualism may mean more unimpeded access to the
somatic aspects of life and to the arts associated with the body, arts like
dancing, singing, yarn-spinning which were involved with work and physical
activity and therefore disdained along with the undignified activities of the
animated tool, the doulos or thes. Shusterman points out that rock music has
its origins in an ‘African aesthetic of vigorously active and communally
impassioned engagement rather than dispassionate judgmental remote-
ness’.53 Rock, as Allan Bloom recognised to his outrage, is alogon. It is ‘regres-
sive’, as Adorno pointed out, an experience that bypasses the brain to become
sensuous immediacy. Rock that is ‘funky’ implies ‘sweatiness’. The very name
of rock and roll, like jazz, implies making love. Pierre Bourdieu is wrong to
say popular art is ‘torpor-inducing’ and involves a lack of active effort, a
‘passive absent participation’.54 To despise the sweating, copulating, energet-
ically gyrating body is to be a Cartesian snob, an elitist and a Puritan. It is to
deny the life-experiences of a particular part of society and all eternal verities
that result in the ‘blues’, disappointed love, economic oppression, family con-
flict, drugs and violence. It is to privilege instead only those experiences that
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are ‘novel and esoteric enough to escape the experience and comprehension of
the general public’.55

Shusterman doesn’t explain why he privileges Stetsasonic over Ola Bell
Campbell Reed, whose working class credentials are impeccable. For him rap
simply is the pragmatist art par excellence and the main focus of his experi-
ment in ‘somaesthetics’.56 Rap revives Dewey’s respect for the body without
going as far as, say, the acephalicism of Georges Bataille. Rap conceives of art
not as an end in itself, as a sacred icon of the museum, but as an instrumental-
ity, as a means to improve life. The hated means/end distinction finally
becomes tolerable in this democratic revalorisation of its terms. Art so con-
ceived promotes a ‘refreshed attitude toward the circumstances and exigencies
of ordinary experience’, as Dewey said. Such art is a deep and natural human
need, our hunger for beauty ‘hardly less’ than for food itself. Art can be life-
enhancing without yielding to anti-intellectual excesses. The best forms of
rap unite the aesthetic (the sensuous) and the cognitive in a non-elitist
medium that is both pragmatic and postmodern. Dewey insists that all
ranking of art in terms of higher and lower is ‘stupid’.57 So the rap philoso-
phers are really ‘down with Dewey’, their great white American guru, whether
they know it or not.

If we ignore Dewey’s occasional neo-Platonic remarks about popular art
being ‘cheap and vulgar’ and music ‘brutally organic’, conducing to orgasms,
we can grant Shusterman his point, especially if rap does what art for Dewey
is supposed to do, make civilisation less uncivil, break through the barriers
that divide human beings from each other, provide a religious, ritualistic focus
of shared celebration, and remake the community itself in the direction of
greater order and unity.58 But even Shusterman admits that rap, with its con-
frontational opposition between ‘you’ and ‘us’, does not always have this uni-
fying effect. He would invite those who feel confronted to join the higher ‘we’
of the rapper community. To refuse is to continue the racial polemos of our
present society and deny the seamless unity of which Dewey dreamed in his
aesthetic ideology.59 But some might wonder why a pluralist pragmatic
agenda would insist that everyone dance the same dance.60 Aesthetic induce-
ments to social unity, it seems, have not been invariably benign.
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28

Ethics and literary criticism
Geoffrey Galt Harpham

No single concept has had a more vital, complex and uncertain relation to lit-
erary criticism than ethics. While criticism has long been felt to represent in
part an ethical enterprise, the origin and nature of the ethical obligation
binding criticism has been a matter of great uncertainty. In part, this uncer-
tainty reflects at a distance a parallel uncertainty concerning the relation of
literature to ethics; in part, it is a feature of the practice of criticism or schol-
arship in any field; and in part it derives from the discourse of ethics itself.

While there are many different strands of ethical thinking, including those
grounded in the thought of Aristotle, Augustine, Kant, Hegel, Marx,
Nietzsche, Freud, John Rawls, Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, Jacques
Derrida and others, a few very general statements can apply to all. Ethics is a
way of putting things in which a given concept or term is set in relation to
another concept or term in such a way that each exerts pressure on the other.
In ethical discourse, ‘inclination’ might be set against ‘duty’, ‘self-interest’
against ‘altruism’, ‘law’ against ‘custom’, ‘long-term interests’ against ‘short-
term desires’, ‘facts’ against ‘values’; such oppositions become ‘ethical’ when
they are seen to constitute a relation of ‘otherness’ in which the two terms are
defined in mutual resistance.

The disputes arising from such a relation can only be settled by the imposi-
tion of an ‘ought’: one ought (for example) to behave out of respect for the
law rather than simply pursuing the pleasures of the moment because, for
whatever reason, adherence to the law possesses a higher value than the
pursuit of pleasure. The central word of ethics, ‘ought’ represents neither a
commandment of the sort that leaves no room for individual decision, nor a
mere recommendation: it is an imperative, a form of urging that recognises
that the issue is not pre-decided, for one is free not to follow it. The nature of
one’s response to an ‘ethical’ imperative says, therefore, a great deal about
one’s character, in a way that the nature of one’s response to laws against
sleeping under bridges, illegal parking or exceeding the speed of light does
not.

Since the first extended reflections in English on the nature of literature, in
the newly secularised climate of the Renaissance, the character of literature
has been assessed in terms of just such oppositions, in debates about the joint
roles in literary works of such terms as pleasure and instruction, invention
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and mimesis, fiction and reality, ideality and actuality, even form and content.
Inasmuch as the relations between such general and imprecise terms always
involve an element of contestation or resistance, with the claims of one term
impinging on the domain of the other, the question of the ethics of literature
has never been far from the surface, even of debates in which it does not
appear to figure explicitly.

If, for example, a critic makes an argument for Shakespeare’s ‘realism’, this
argument might well have to contest another, perhaps implied, argument that
insisted on the element of fantasy and sheer poetic invention in Shakespeare;
and the discussion might take a quasi-ethical form, with the critic contending,
ultimately, that Shakespeare, and perhaps literature generally, ought to be
read in realist terms. In fact, the ethical question is often engaged in just this
indirect form, through the structure rather than the explicitly stated terms of
the argument.

Questions engaged in this way rarely achieve final resolution, and the
question of the ethical status of literature remains unresolved. A long criti-
cal tradition promotes the ethical value of literature as a superior instru-
ment of moral education, a fertile source of examples and precepts, an
indispensable medium of self-knowledge. Literature, many have argued,
refines the sensibilities, militates against egoistic self-enclosure, models
choices, helps articulate goals, instructs people on how to understand situa-
tions, fosters individual and communal self-consciousness, and reveals con-
sequences of acts, and so helps people improve themselves. But an equally
long tradition asserts the transgressive amorality of literature, its indiffer-
ence to law, regularity and virtues in general; its rich excessiveness, its indul-
gence in fantasy and fiction; its formal (i.e., ethically neutral) character; its
preference for beauty over truth; the way in which it gives pleasure even while
depicting wickedness; its endorsement of what William Blake called ‘the
devil’s party’. As an institutional discourse, criticism is perhaps not so much
undecided as doubly committed, or rather, committed to literature’s ethical
ambivalence.

This double commitment is plainly visible as early as Sir Philip Sidney’s An
Apology for Poetry (1595), where poetry is defended in neo-Horatian terms as
a discourse that delights and teaches. A partial reading of selected passages
would suggest that Sidney found the value of literature to reside in its poten-
tial for inculcating virtue by pitting the ‘erected wit’ against the ‘infected
will’.1 But when Sidney describes the method by which poetry incites people
to virtue, he lapses into a discourse of the infected will, even a rhetoric of
seduction. ‘For he doth not only show the way’, Sidney says of the poet, ‘but
giveth so sweet a prospect into the way, as will entice any man to enter into it
. . . he cometh to you with words set in delightful proportion, either accompa-
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nied with, or prepared for, the well-enchanting skill of music’.2 The poet,
Sidney concludes with alarming candour, ‘doth intend the winning of the
mind with wickedness to virtue’. Tempting people to goodness, poetry
engages in a decidedly risky enterprise.

The nature of this risk is dramatised in a famous passage where Sidney says
that the poet ‘nothing affirms’. Because he never insists to the reader that his
utterances are true representations of fact, the poet never lies. Still, the poet’s
ethical credentials seem undeserved inasmuch as they depend on his finding a
way around the entire problem of truthfulness rather than simply speaking
the truth. In judging the poet’s stratagem admirable even while noting its lack
of forthrightness, Sidney anticipates the history of criticism with respect to
the ethical ambivalence of literature.

Indeed, in a gesture that resonates throughout the history of criticism,
Sidney nearly asserts that literature represents a force superior – richer, more
powerful, more capacious – to ethics itself. Where philosophers might teach
men the good, and preachers might exhort them to it, poetry, he suggests, rep-
resents a more complete engagement with the fullness and complexity of exis-
tence, including those aspects of life that cannot be brought under the rule of
custom and the moral law – ‘a very inspiring’, as Sidney puts it, ‘of a divine
force, far above man’s wit’. Representing this inspiration, serving as it were as
its agent, mediating between the world and the daemonic, supra-ethical work
of art, criticism stands in the middle, its own ethical status complicated by its
double allegiance.

When, in the eighteenth century, English critics began to reflect not on lit-
erature but on the act of criticism itself, the emphasis fell on the frame of
mind that was necessary to register the distinctive qualities of literature. The
precondition for right judgement was considered to be a scrupulous neutral-
ity, purified of distracting concerns, desires, or enthusiasms. ‘Avoid extremes’,
Pope advised in An Essay on Criticism:

Who sti. . . and shun the fault of such
Who still are pleased too little or too much.
At every trifle scorn to take offense:
That always shows great pride, or little sense. . . 
For fools admire, but men of sense approve.3

In almost ostentatiously artificial couplets, Pope urged the virtues of natural-
ness, modesty, justness of appreciation and moderation. Just criticism results,
in other words, not from cognitive superiority or acquired learning, but first
and foremost from a certain kind of virtue, as least as Pope defined that term.

This argument for a critical ethic based on the negation of merely
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subjective or personal impulses actually links criticism from the Age of
Reason with subsequent criticism. Coleridge has little in common with Pope
other than the belief that the critic should see with eyes purged of egoism.
Whereas, for Pope, such a purging left an impersonal faculty of discrimina-
tion or appraisal, for Coleridge, what remained was an equally impersonal
form of enthusiasm. Indifferent to the neo-classical project of discrimination,
the Coleridgian critic manifested the ‘steady fervour of a mind possessed and
filled with the grandeur of its subject’. Such a mind is so dominated by the
qualities of the work it beholds that it cannot judge, but only render its excel-
lence. A third possibility for critical virtue is indicated by the example of
Matthew Arnold, whose passionately ethical conception of criticism casts a
very long shadow even today. For Arnold, literary pleasure was subordinated
to instruction, and the task of criticism was to recognise this subordination,
to confirm and augment it by explicit acts of evaluation and comparison, and
to publicise its conclusions about ‘the best that is known and thought in the
world’. The crucial term in this critical virtue, far more recognisably modern
than either moderation or fervour, is ‘disinterestedness’.

In ‘The Function of Criticism at the Present Time’, Arnold holds up dis-
interestedness as the essence of criticism.4 ‘And how’, he asked, ‘is criticism to
show disinterestedness? By keeping aloof from what is called “the practical
view of things”; by resolutely following the law of its own nature, which is to
be a free play of the mind on all subjects which it touches. By steadily refusing
to lend itself to any of those ulterior, political, practical considerations about
ideas.’ Defined negatively, the ‘nature’ of criticism consists in its indepen-
dence from all utilities, interests and ends, which Arnold represents in virtu-
ally ethical terms as temptations the critic must avoid. As, in another context,
only the purest knight could seek the grail so, for Arnold, only the truly ‘dis-
interested’ critic could apprehend the literary artefact ‘as in itself it really is’
and bear its redemptive-transformative message to the world.

One of the most remarkable single facts about the history of literary criti-
cism is that virtually all schools of thought, despite their profound differ-
ences, gather in consensus around the notion that criticism constitutes a kind
of discipline for the critic, a refusal of temptations and an adherence to prin-
ciple that takes nearly or virtually ethical form. Even in the case of those
critics who promote apparently anti-ethical positions, for instance, Walter
Pater or Oscar Wilde, the act of criticism is generally described in terms of
obligation or fidelity to a certain set of principles, often with severe warnings
about lapses or transgressions.

There is, indeed, a surprising consonance between the earnest Arnold and
the scandalous Wilde. Like Arnold, Wilde believed that the aesthetic experi-
ence took place outside ‘the practical view of things’, although Arnold
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believed that art had profound culture-transforming powers and Wilde held
that art was quite useless.5 Moreover, both Arnold and Wilde subscribed to
the notion of a distinct and separate art-object that stood in a luminous extra-
social aesthetic space, a space that guaranteed the work’s purity for Arnold
and its triviality for Wilde. But Wilde explicitly stated one possible conse-
quence of art’s fundamental difference from worldliness, that art and ethics
were ‘absolutely distinct and separate’, so that any ‘ethical sympathy’ in the
artist was a kind of betrayal, ‘an unpardonable mannerism of style’. Wilde’s
unwillingness to pardon the ethical artist signalled, however, yet another
affinity with Arnold, the conviction that the task of the critic was to stand in
the vacant space between the work and the world, policing the boundary, and
judging both. The ‘function of criticism’ for each could be represented in
ethical terms as a duty to preserve the proper relationship between art and
culture. In other words, the differences even between such dissimilar figures
can be represented not as a disagreement over whether criticism is or is not an
ethically significant act, but rather as different ways of agreeing with the
proposition that it is.

Since Wilde, the question of the ethics of criticism has taken two general
forms. The first, whose roots we have been exploring and to which we shall
return, concerns itself with the ethical dimension of criticism itself as an activ-
ity beset by temptation, subject to perversions and impurities, and bound by
obligations. Criticism has, in this spirit, been variously characterised as a kind
of rescue or emancipation of the text from misreadings, an interaction with
the text in which ‘misreading’ is seen as inevitable, an appropriation for
present purposes, a form of obeisance or deference towards the original crea-
tive act, a rewriting in which the creative text has no special authority, or even
a prosecution of the text for the unenlightened values it supports. All of these
frameworks can function as a set of guidelines and guardrails, steering criti-
cism towards its proper function and marking deviations or derelictions. More
will be said about the more recent forms of this consensus later.

The second general stream followed by the question of critical ethics con-
cerns the critical representation of the ethics of literature itself. This issue
arises in a climate of uncertainty about whether ethics and aesthetics are one,
as writers from (at least) Shaftesbury through Wittgenstein and beyond
assert; or whether they are two, as Pater, Wilde, Nabokov and others claim. If
they are one, if the order of the aesthetic just is the order of the ethical, then
ethical values self-evidently inhere in the artistic work, and criticism need not
dwell on the fact. And if they are absolutely distinct, then the issue is resolved
in the other direction, through a retreat from ethics altogether. If partisans of
the first position tend to be preachers or revolutionary enthusiasts, partisans
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of the second are decadents and aesthetes. Both extremes violate traditional
understandings about the nature of literature itself, which is held to be
distinct from sermons and from pure formal abstraction. It is only when the
relation between aesthetics and ethics is uncertain that criticism discovers an
ongoing and worthwhile project in articulating the precise nature of the rela-
tionship between them.

Typically, criticism concerned with the ethical force of the literary work
proceeds on the assumption that the work is bound by and directed towards
particular values, principles, obligations, imperatives, laws. The task of criti-
cism becomes the description of the way these factors of closure bind what is,
in superficial appearance, a free and fictive construct, so that the ethical rele-
vance of the work may be made manifest. The governing presumption of such
accounts is that literature has an ethical significance that operates in partial
concealment, and so the work requires the clarifying agency of the critic to
realise its full ethical potentiality.

Into this category fall such diverse figures as Arnold, the critic F. R. Leavis
and the cultural theorist Raymond Williams. Arnold held that poetry was ‘at
bottom a criticism of life’ that involved the ‘application of ideas to life’, to the
question of ‘how to live’.6 But, as he argued in ‘The Function of Criticism at
the Present Time’, the ethical genius of literature could only be disseminated
in proper form by a vibrant criticism dedicated to seeing the object as in itself
it really is. Criticism, rather than literature itself, created the freely flowing
and revivifying ‘current’ of ideas on which cultural health and vitality
depended. For Leavis, literary language constituted a cultural treasury and,
more important, effected a ‘training of sensibility’. Novels, at least those
included in what Leavis called ‘the great tradition’, expressed and honed a
national-cultural ‘consciousness’ and did so against the grain of ‘mass
culture’, which threatened a general degradation in the ‘quality of living’. The
critic had to establish the kind of consciousness – cultural values, habits, tra-
ditions and the relationships between them – that determined the work, and,
if that consciousness was sufficiently inspiriting, to urge its continuing rele-
vance, even privilege, in contemporary culture. Williams used the term ‘struc-
ture of feeling’ rather than ‘quality of living’ but he conceived the ethical
obligation of the critic in virtually identical terms: to identify, to discriminate
and to promote desirable structures of feeling as instances of cultural ‘cre-
ativity’, an ongoing collective project of self-reformation and self-invention.

For Leavis, Williams and most twentieth-century critics, the issue of the
ethics of literature emerges most often in the context of narrative, for narra-
tive is the most ‘world-like’ and least artificial-seeming literary form, and
therefore the one in which ethical concerns are most likely to be present in
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some way within the aesthetic work. The ethics associated with narrative are
likely to be, but are not necessarily, broadly ‘humanistic’; indeed, the terms
‘human’ and ‘humanist’ often carry a heavy burden of implicit argumenta-
tion, especially when they are pitted against other terms suggesting ethical
absolutism, technical impersonality, or inhuman rigour, terms that suggest a
standard more divine or philosophical than worldly.

Narrative is thus seen by many as implicitly promoting a humanist ethic
fitted to a flawed and imperfect world, at the expense of a strictly conceptual
ethic fitted, perhaps, to a computer or a saint. Many who study ethics and nar-
rative see the imperatives that emerge from a chronicle of life lived in time and
contingency as guiding and advisory rather than obligatory or overpowering.
A good model for these might be narrative ‘form’, that indwelling but elusive
principle of structure that is seen by the reader to regulate in an all but invis-
ible way, without ever being available to the consciousness of the characters or
narrator, the apparently shapeless record of reflections, descriptions, and
reports that constitute the narrative text. In the same way, it is sometimes
argued, ethical principles, in the form of attitudes, values and presupposi-
tions, guide people towards the right.

Form can actually be conceived in a way that brings it into more direct
alignment with the concerns of ethics. Mikhail Bakhtin, whose work is not
generally associated with a strong ethical impulse, argues, in The Dialogic
Imagination, that the crucial structural principle in the novel is the ordeal or
temptation. The fundamental organising idea in the novel, he argues, is that
of the trial, which has survived from the Sophistic novel, through Christian
legends and saints’ lives, and on through the subsequent history of the
modern novel, where it preserves its overwhelming organisational signifi-
cance.7 If form is conceived not as a principle of impersonal technique, but as
a structure of trial or temptation, its ethical significance may lie closer to the
thematic surface of the narrative than to the structural depths.

Another, more thematically neutral account of form was offered by the phi-
losopher Alasdair MacIntyre in After Virtue (1981). Today’s ethical vocabu-
lary, MacIntyre argued, is degraded and confused in contrast to the
vocabulary current in the classical world. Still, one resource for ethical
thought remains vital, the telling of stories. Ethics, he points out, had always
been taught by means of stories, and narrative is still capable of conferring
coherence in the form of a narrative concept of selfhood in which an individ-
ual is oriented towards a future in which certain possibilities beckon us
forward and others repel us.8 Indeed, he argues, it is only by conceiving of life
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in terms of narrative that people can be held accountable for their acts; for
only narrative posits an integrated, self-consistent subject that remains in
certain key respects constant over time. ‘The unity of a human life’, he con-
cludes in a tone that resonates among many thinkers, ‘is the unity of a narra-
tive quest.’

MacIntyre is more sanguine than many about the ability of people to
imagine and to live their lives as single unified narratives. But his interest in
conceiving of ethics as communal custom rather than as abstract rule is
shared by most critics who take up the issue of ethics through narrative. The
figure of Aristotle, often explicitly contrasted with Kant or Nietzsche, tends
to dominate such discussions, for Aristotle’s ethics are markedly worldly and
social, and are in this respect more consistent with the representational habits
of narrative.

One such contemporary Aristotelian is the philosopher Richard Rorty. In a
well known essay called ‘Solidarity or Objectivity?’ Rorty argues that human
beings make sense of their lives by telling the story of their contribution to a
community rather than by describing themselves in immediate relation to a
nonhuman reality, for the simple reason, he says, that the first option is true
and useful and the second is not.9 Narrative, for Rorty, not only refutes philo-
sophical accounts of ethics, but provides a superior kind of ethic, one more
closely related to ethos than to obligation. In Rorty’s ethics, self-understand-
ing is more important than obedience, and self-understanding can only be
reached by the construction of stories about the self. If, for MacIntyre, stories
are valuable insofar as they foster accountability and a sense of unity, for
Rorty, story-telling develops the indispensable ability to improvise an identity,
to ‘tailor a coherent self-image for ourselves’.10

Aristotle provides another kind of guidance to the philosopher Martha
Nussbaum, who has made some of the most forceful and sweeping claims for
the ethics of literature. Like Rorty, she favours narrative over philosophical
discourse as an instrument of ethical education, but her ethic is centred not on
self-fashioning, but on a highly developed sensitivity to nuances of character
and circumstance. The abstractions of philosophy miss, she says, the concrete
materiality and immediacy of actual life, and so work against what she
describes as an ethic of perception and responsiveness. In the novels of Henry
James, by contrast, such responsiveness is represented in such a vivid,
extended and detailed way as to awaken, crystallise and fortify the reader’s
own responsiveness.11
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More generally, Nussbaum argues, the reading of novels is moral in two
senses. First, it exposes one to circumstances in which a character behaves sen-
sitively or insensitively, and thus instructs readers how they ought to behave in
similar circumstances. And second, the very reading of a narrative – especially
a narrative constructed with Jamesian sensitivity – provides a ‘school for
moral sentiments’, refashioning the reader’s consciousness almost uncon-
sciously. Nussbaum does not give extended consideration to narratives con-
structed boorishly, or sensitively to the wrong things such as money,
advantage or desire. Nor does she explore cases where sensitivity itself can be
put to unethical purposes, as in the novels of de Sade. And her claims for the
ethical force of novels and novel-reading, it may be charged, achieve their
unrestricted global scope only through this limitation of evidence. But she
does argue a case that many have felt, that literature itself is not only con-
cerned with the subject of ethics, but actually performs an ethical function.

Nussbaum is especially responsive to the neo-Aristotelian arguments of the
eminent literary critic Wayne Booth in The Company We Keep: An Ethics of
Fiction (1988), to the effect that the optimal relation between reader and book
is like that of friendship – voluntary, free and mutually enriching.12 Booth’s
understanding of ethics is exceptionally spacious, including every considera-
tion that might be applied to the ancient question, ‘how should one live?’ Like
Leavis, Booth is generally concerned with the ‘sense of life’ represented in and
by a given literary work. This sense is suggested not only by characters and
plot elements, but also by sentences, figures, all the various ‘literary’ or
‘formal’ aspects of the work: if style defines human identity, Booth argues,
then ethical criticism must take account of style. Like Nussbaum, however,
Booth is also sensitive to the reader, and to the reformation or reformatting of
character in the reading process. Moreover, he understands – again like
Nussbaum – that the reading experience is at least quasi-erotic, involving a
kind of seduction, a readerly ‘succumbing’, an ‘act of assent’. Such an assent,
Booth implies, defines the appeal of the literary text, which engages affections
and sympathies in a way that texts on engineering, water management policy
or even philosophical issues often do not.

Through this breadth of appeal, Booth contends, literature engages the
whole person and serves to activate elements of responsiveness that can
become inactive or dormant in the course of daily life. Booth is less precise
than MacIntyre or Nussbaum in stipulating the optimal human condition,
and in fact seems far more comfortable with a genuine diversity of human
types than either. In fact, Booth argues for virtually the precise opposite of
MacIntyre’s case, insisting in effect that narrative is not a unifying factor but
a kind of discursive shrine to ‘pluralism’, and that, consequently, the ethics of
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narrative consist not in a gathering together of disparate elements, but rather
in an expansion of human possibilities.

Booth’s sunny liberalism is not shared by those who are sensitive to the
dangers presented by literature to the stability of the polis. Iris Murdoch, for
one, defends a more restrictive account of literature’s relation to ethics than
Booth, one that begins with a warm appreciation of Plato’s ‘banishment of
the artists’. One of the most distinguished novelists in the world, Murdoch
fully grasps Plato’s case that art invites distraction and fantasising, represent-
ing, as she puts it, a pseudo-spirituality, and even a defeat of the discursive
intelligence. The pleasures of art, she contends, are seductive in a bad sense in
that they are ethically and spiritually dangerous, being impure and indefinite
and secretly in league with egoism.13

Still, Murdoch concludes that, read rightly, Plato also provides a defence
and reasonable critique of art as essentially more free than philosophy, more
able to enjoy the ambiguity of the whole person. But it is not ambiguity or
even the wholly human that really interests Murdoch. For her own defence of
literature is based on its ‘symbolic force’, which is capable of providing ‘a stir-
ring image of a pure transcendent value, a steady visible enduring higher good
. . . [a clear] experience of something grasped as separate and precious and
beneficial and held quietly and unpossessively in the attention’.14 In this way,
great art ‘points in the direction of the good’, and art that does not cannot be
placed at the pinnacle of artistic achievement. The message of great literature
is in this sense always the same: overcome personal fantasy and egoistic
anxiety and self-indulgent daydream.15

A more recent non-classical account of the impact of literature on the
reader has been elaborated by Adam Zachary Newton in Narrative Ethics
(1995). Newton speaks not of the ‘ethics of narrative’ but of ‘narrative as
ethics’, in order to draw attention to the readerly act of engaging the concrete,
immediate problems represented by the narrative text. For Newton, as for
several others discussed above, ethics is a matter of ‘intersubjectivity’ rather
than abstraction, universal law or even Murdoch’s ‘higher good’. Unlike those
in the neo-Aristotelian line, however, he promotes a sharp-edged version of
ethical obligation. The kind of ethical forces that influence the individual are,
in Rorty, beveled and merely advisory; but for Newton, ethics is focused in the
experience of obligation, and obligation issues not from a community of like
citizens but from the traumatic intervention of a starkly anonymous ‘other’.

For the experience of encounter, Newton draws on the work of Bakhtin,
whose theory of ‘dialogism’ emphasised social interaction between different
kinds of people; and for the sense of trauma, he appropriates the Jewish
Lithuanian philosopher, or anti-philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, whose
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fierce account of absolute obligation arising from ‘the other’ had been widely
influential in philosophy, but not in literary criticism. If Rorty’s account of
narrative stresses community-building and the construction of personal iden-
tity, Newton emphasises dis-integration at all levels: face-to-face encounters
between strangers introduce a principle of incommensurability, even incoher-
ence, into the flow of narrative, the homogeneity of the community and the
production of a coherent self-image. This principle of incommensurability,
which Newton advocates as an ethical desideratum, emerges not as a set of
consciously maintained principles or values, but rather in ‘relations of provo-
cation, call and response that bind narrator and listener, author and charac-
ter, or reader and text’.

For the Marxist critic Fredric Jameson, by contrast, ‘narrative as ethics’ is
not an end in itself, but merely an ideologically generated screen for a deeper
political content – class inequities and the resulting conflicts – that cannot be
represented directly. According to Jameson’s The Political Unconscious
(1981), these macro-struggles are subject to ideological working that pro-
duces a representation not of classes, or of history, but of individuals. Worked
in this way, a class conflict that is, because of its magnitude, inconceivable and
(short of revolution) unresolvable shrinks, when cast into narrative form, into
a simple choice between alternative values; politics takes on the diminished
form of what Jameson calls ethics – the predominant code, he says, in which
the question ‘What does it mean?’ tends to be answered. The ethical dimen-
sion of narrative is, for Jameson, the problem rather than the solution, the
starting point for a critical project whose goal is the decoding of those narra-
tive moments of individual decision in an effort to recuperate the deeper but
distorted political content.

The other form of critical ethics, which centres not on literature but on the
act of criticism itself, has evolved dramatically in recent years, when criticism
has assumed, in the eyes of some, greater cultural prominence. Since Poe
denounced the ‘didactic heresy’, criticism has been aware of the threat of cor-
ruption in artistic practice; but with the New Criticism of the 1940s and 1950s,
criticism came to see itself as vulnerable. The ‘affective’ and ‘intentional’ falla-
cies (Wimsatt and Beardsley), the ‘personal heresy’ (C. S. Lewis), the ‘heresy of
paraphrase’ (Cleanth Brooks), the ‘heresy of omnipossibilism’ (E. D. Hirsch),
the ‘fallacy of unmediated expression’ and the ‘fallacy of finite interpretation’
(Paul de Man) – all these reflect the anxious sense that criticism, an ethically
significant activity in its own right, has a tendency to stray from the straight
and narrow path of rightness. Particularly in the climate of professionalism
that has dominated literary criticism since the end of the Second World War,
criticism has become transformed from an amateur practice of appreciation to
a ‘discipline’, with all the ethical overtones that term implies.

Any particular conception of the act of criticism includes some specifica-
tion of a proper procedure or methodology – a critical duty – and some
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account of transgression. Every school of critical practice defines its own
understanding of an imperative. Critics of diverse persuasions find a ground
of accord in the proposition that the primary imperative is provided by the
text. As a material document, a record of authorial intentions at a given
moment, the text – the luminous object that critics strive to see clearly and
whole – stands decisively outside the subjective impulses of the critic, and thus
functions as a test of critical humility. The first requirement for the critic, T. S.
Eliot said, was ‘a sense of fact’, and the material text is the main fact that a
critic must recognise. This recognition will only come to those sufficiently
humble, modest, patient and deferential to be able to clear out those obstacles
to clear perception, prejudices and presuppositions.

Overshadowed by the artist and humbled by the text, criticism becomes a
secondary, belated activity that must constantly keep its own creative or initia-
tory impulses under control, for these represent forms of self-indulgence or
narcissism. Under this austere dispensation, criticism can assume a wide
range of forms, including philological enquiry, textual study, reception
history or formalist study. It cannot, however, indulge in subjective specula-
tion or merely private assertions.

Of course, people read for private and subjective reasons, including enter-
tainment, distraction, amusement, consolation, instruction, information,
advice and more. But it is the belief in the invalidity of the average reader’s
response that unifies numerous ‘schools’ of critical practice. The German phi-
losopher Hans-Georg Gadamer speaks for a consensus position in this respect
when he argues that ‘all correct interpretation must be on guard against the
arbitrary fancies and the limitations imposed by imperceptible habits of
thought and direct its gaze “on the things themselves” . . . For it is necessary
to keep one’s gaze fixed on the thing throughout all the distractions that the
interpreter will constantly experience and which originate in himself.’16

From this disciplinary point of view, any kind of pleasure or gratification
that the reader may experience becomes ethically suspect, a temptation to be
resisted. Indeed, one may well argue that the professional study of literature
comes into being precisely as just such an ethical resistance to the immediate
responses of the average reader. Even those critics who advocate, in Roland
Barthes’ phrase, the ‘pleasures of the text’, outline some principle of duty set
against a principle of indulgence. In Barthes’ idiosyncratic argument, the
concept of structure is represented as a temptation to believe in a stable epis-
temological ground. This temptation can be resisted, Barthes says, by submit-
ting it to the experience of reading, an honest experience of which constitutes
a permanent haemmorhage that renders structure hysterical.17

Barthes appears to revolutionise everything by removing the element of
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dubiety or embarrassment from the individual, temporal reading experience.
But two considerations moderate this promise of readerly liberation. First,
such a liberation would render the reading experience exciting, perhaps, but
so unsystematic that it could not be the object of a professional discourse,
which must be based on a methodology oriented towards consensus. But an
even more telling point is that while Barthes has reversed some conventional
formulae, the basic concept of an ethical reading practice threatened by temp-
tation remains, with the reading experience and the form of the text simply
changing places. For Barthes, the reader ought to permit his or her subjective
experience to flourish, and ought not indulge in any arbitrary fantasies of a
stable form.

Such an ethics of criticism appears in other surprising places as well.
Deconstruction, as practised primarily during the 1970s and 1980s, seemed at
first to define itself in stark opposition to all the key terms of ethics, including
responsibility, obligation, imperative, virtue, right and even the subject itself.
But an ethical imperative appeared in unexpected ways throughout the main
texts of the movement. Paul de Man, for example, dismissed conventional
notions of ethics (e. g., the subject’s ‘free’ obedience to a fixed law) as so many
sentimental illusions. He promoted not an ethics of criticism but rather a ‘rig-
orous’ analysis that would focus on the rhetorical aspects of a text. But
‘rigour’ could only be achieved, as he put it in ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’, by
negating the reader’s will or wishes; a given reading could be certified to be
cleanly technical only if it could be shown to be not ‘our’ reading because it
employed only the linguistic elements provided by the text itself.18 In de Man,
the ethics of criticism reassert themselves in the form of the chastened reading
subject, his or her desires humbled by a methodology.

The ethical potentiality of de Man’s critical position is made much more
explicit in his colleague J. Hillis Miller’s The Ethics of Reading (1987).
According to Miller, the text compels from the reader a ‘properly and inde-
pendently ethical’ act of self-evacuation, ending in an ‘I must’.19 The reader –
if he or she is reading properly – derives from the text a powerful impression
of its own stark indifference to edification, consolation, information, guid-
ance, pleasure, or anything but its own silent textuality. Bound by the text to
respect its inhuman otherness, the reader ‘must’ register the illegitimacy of
interpretive closure. So, Miller concludes an account striking for its radically
truncated sense of ethical responsibility, reading is an ethically assessable act,
one that is performed well when the reader becomes, while reading, not a
human subject so much as a relay station in a strictly linguistic transaction.

Derrida’s practice is more exuberant, spontaneous and excessive than de
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Man’s and Miller’s, and less given to such bleak or severe pronouncements.
Indeed, Derrida has been associated, at least in the popular imagination, not
with a negation or redefinition of ethical terms, but with a total abandonment
of the entire ethical problematic. He has been seen by many to represent the
total collapse of all the hardwon standards and procedures not just of criti-
cism but of reason itself. He has, however, been seen by others as the defender
of reason (and ethics) in the contemporary world, a thinker in the great
Enlightenment tradition who, unlike most others in this tradition, does not
close his eyes to the forces of unreason in the world and in the text. His think-
ing has, in other words, been seen by some as a form of anti-ethical licence
and irrationality, and by others as tempered by the full, unillusioned exposure
to such irrationality.

Derrida himself attempted to settle the issue in two texts written during the
1980s, ‘Afterword: Toward an Ethic of Discussion’, and ‘Racism’s Last Word’.
In the latter, he called for an ‘unconditional’ opposition to apartheid, expli-
citly invoking Kant’s categorical imperative.20 And in the former, he general-
ised his position on ethics and criticism which, he said, was enacted in two
distinct but interrelated layers or moments.21 In the first, the critic, acting
according to an ‘ethical-political duty’, produced a ‘doubling commentary’, a
lucid, exact, and minute description of the object – a ‘minimal consensus’ on
the ‘relatively stable’ meaning of a text. Without such a commentary, one
could, Derrida pointed out, ‘just say anything at all’. This layer or moment of
scrupulosity was then to be complemented by a second, ‘productive’ layer or
moment of ‘interpretation’, which could claim to be principled only insofar as
it was based on the ground of doubling commentary. Here, Derrida estab-
lished not just his own claim to ethical responsibility, but the conditions of
such responsibility generally.

Derrida’s understanding of ethics is deeply informed by that of Levinas, the
author of such texts as Totality and Infinity (French original 1961) and
Otherwise than Being (French original 1974), whose influence on Newton was
noted earlier.22 In fact, while Levinas is one of the most remarkably idiosyn-
cratic thinkers in any field, his work on ethics touches on, and in a sense
underlies, many of the aspects of ethics just delineated. For Levinas, whose
abstract, obscure and often contradictory thinking is commonly smoothed
out and banalised by his admirers in the course of ‘applying’ it, the core of
ethics is the absolute, unquestionable and infinite obligation owed to the

384 Philosophy, aesthetics and literary criticism

20 Jacques Derrida, ‘Racism’s Last Word’, in Henry Louis Gates (ed.), ‘Race’, Writing, and
Difference (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 329–338.

21 Jacques Derrida, ‘Afterword: Toward an Ethic of Discussion’, Limited Inc, trans. Samuel
Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988), pp. 111–160.

22 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis (The
Hague: Nijhoff, 1981); Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis
(Pittsburgh, Duquesne University Press, 1969).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



shadowy figure Levinas calls only ‘the other’. This other might be conceived
as the literary text, in which case Levinas has articulated an ethics of criticism
of a particularly austere kind, one that requires the virtual self-annihilation of
the critic in the luminous presence of a text whose truth the critic humbly
aspires to articulate. The other might, however, be understood to be a human
being, in which case Levinas is speaking of the concrete social world, the
world represented in literature. Under this dispensation, Levinas could be
seen as promoting literature, with its multiple voices and characters, its
divided or conflicted subjects, as a way of understanding oneself and the
world that is superior to philosophy, which is hostage to mere concepts and to
the exaltation of mastery in the form of critical understanding. Literature
could be said to represent the Levinasian ethical circumstance – the encounter
between self and other – in all its irreducible particularity and concreteness,
in a spirit of ‘infinity’ as opposed to ‘totality’. By insisting so relentlessly on
the single principle of the priority of the other to the self, Levinas has raised a
host of issues applicable to an ethics of criticism and of literature.

Critical and literary ethics are bound up with a host of issues concerning
the status of the reader, the nature of textuality, the status of ‘literature’, the
character of ethical imperatives and the relation between literature and ethics.
Anchored in such volatile and uncertain issues, it is likely that ethics will
remain a fertile source of questions, rather than answers, in the context of lit-
erary study.
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Literature and theology
Kevin Mills

Introduction

The specific and identifiable movement in literary criticism which might be
referred to as ‘literature and theology’, or ‘literature and religion’, developed in
western Christian cultures during the second half of the twentieth century. This
is not to claim that there are no other, equally important approaches to the rela-
tionship between religious discourses and works of literature, or that such rela-
tionships cannot fruitfully be explored in non-Christian contexts. Neither is it
to obscure the extent to which Christian interpretive practice has been ques-
tioned and complicated in encounters with other traditions. It is merely to
observe that a set of theological discourses are historically and culturally inter-
woven with literary criticism in the Christian west, and that this coalescence
has shaped a discernible critical movement in the last fifty or sixty years.

I would argue that the peculiar relationship between the study of literature
and Christian theology in the west is a context coterminous with what Jacques
Derrida refers to as the theological age of the linguistic sign:1 in Christian cul-
tures, language has been thought to encode the divine sanction implied in the
creation of the world by the Word or logos: ‘God said “Let there be . . .” And
there was . . .’ In this epoch, the combining of theos and logos in its very name
predisposes theology toward the study of language, and literary criticism
towards theology. The deconstruction of ‘logocentric’ modes of thought (i.e.,
those discourses which seek to provide texts with fixed, determinate meanings)
raises questions of particular difficulty for critical practices which incorporate
a religous lineage and commitment. It is with these questions in mind that I
explore the relationship between literature and theology in the following pages.

From book to text

In 1990, a volume of essays appeared under the title The Book and the Text. It
comprises a series of analyses of biblical texts by a number of accomplished
scholars, each practising some specialised mode of textual interpretation.
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The Bible is here brought into dialogue with various currents in contempo-
rary theory such as structuralism, deconstruction, semiotics, hermeneutics,
feminism, psychoanalytic interpretation and political thought. The book’s
title already tells the story of that dialogue, by juxtaposing two overdeter-
mined literary terms; the subtitle, The Bible and Literary Theory, repeats the
gesture. The word ‘bible’, after all, is no more than the anglicised form of the
Greek word biblion, meaning simply ‘book’. But in western Christian cul-
tures, the Bible has never been just a book; it has always been the book: the
definitive, self-contained expression of its author’s being. Furthermore,
Christ’s portrayal as the incarnate Word and as Immanuel – God with(in) us
– produced a belief that the recoverability of the author’s presence in the
process of reading was a religious truth. As Valentine Cunningham puts it:

The sense of the plenitudes of books was rooted in a sense of the plenitudes of God’s
Book. The felt capacity of words to make things, people, ideas present was founded
in the notion of the Word becoming flesh. Once it was accepted that Christ could be
made present through the Word, it was a short step to thinking that any person or
thing could be manifested in language.2

Believed to be the word of God in written form, the Bible attracted to itself
the adjective ‘holy’, and was long treated as sacrosanct, as being beyond ques-
tion or criticism. But the privileged status of the Bible as the definitively closed
book and as sacred text par excellence has always depended upon something
other than what the reader actually finds in its pages: its status derives, in part,
from a certain interpretative context. In other words, the reception of the
Bible has a traceable history during the course of which it has gathered many
layers of protective commentary and interpretation which have influenced, if
not dictated, the way in which it has been read. The difficulty of penetrating
such a thick outer skin of cultural insulation might be thought to account for
its long-preserved immunity to critical analysis. While this immunity broke
down in the eighteenth century, with the consequence that the Bible gradually
lost its culturally dominant position, western thought, until comparatively
recently, continued to view books as though each one were a kind of second-
class bible – a type or shadow of the real book. Which is to say that books have
enjoyed a privileged status in the creation and transmission of knowledge,
seeming to offer a localised, scaled-down version of the plenitude, fullness
and incontrovertibility of the archetypal book.

Like the Bible as a whole, its constituent texts have their own, pre-canoni-
cal reception-history, so that what is actually meant by ‘The Bible’ is not an
ahistorical given. For Jews, the Bible does not include the Christian books of
the so-called ‘New Testament’; the Protestant Church does not include the
‘apocryphal’ or ‘deutero-canonical’ books in its Bible, while the Catholic

390 Interdisciplinary approaches

2 Valentine Cunningham, In the Reading Gaol: Postmodernity, Texts and History (Oxford and
Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1994), p. 203.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Church does include them; the Bible of the eastern orthodox Churches does
not include the book of Revelation. Such differences in content point to the
fact that there is something external to the texts themselves at work in the way
in which they have been read and collated. In his discussion of the historical
processes of canon-formation David Lawton writes:

Certainly, the criteria are partly scholarly: the spurious is expunged, the fake and the
forged are exposed. But they are also critical: readers exclude what they do not wish
to read, and they also exclude what appears to conflict with the rest. Such readers
begin not with the Book, but with the Faith, and admit into that book only what
strengthens faith. That is what the early Christians did, quite self-consciously.3

This tells us something important about the relationship between the book
and the text in Christian cultures: that there are distinct and divergent ways of
thinking about written matter. The book as a self-enclosed, unitary entity is
constituted by considerations which are not internal to it. The text, on the
other hand, is incomplete, open to scrutiny, to question and to challenge. To
characterise a book as a text, therefore, is to draw attention to the fact that
interpretative contexts are external to, and discontinuous with, the docu-
ments interpreted.

The struggle between these two versions of reading (book versus text) has
been characteristic of literary criticism in the second half of the twentieth
century, and especially so of the branch of literary study with which this
article is concerned: the interdisciplinary approach to literature and theology.
The book as a closed unit, sealed in the name of an author (for whom God –
as Author of the world and of the Word – is the ultimate role model) who
remains the possessor of its true meaning, is the product of theological inter-
pretative discourses. In sharp contrast to, and in rebellion against, such
approaches, recent literary criticism, characteristically, has rejected authorial
control and has, with increasing fervour, celebrated the autonomy of the text
and the role of the reader in the creation of meaning. Thus, in attempting to
bring together two disciplines with a shared prehistory, but with divergent
aims, the pioneers of interdisciplinary approaches to literary criticism and
theology in the early post-war years helped to create a modern conflict of
interpretations which is still current. Amos Wilder and Nathan A. Scott are
often credited with opening the way for literature and theology as a distinct
field of study. Both men were influenced by the prevailing critical modes of
their day – the New Criticism in literary studies, and the New Hermeneutic in
theology.

The latter emerged from Martin Heidegger’s philosophical appropriation
of attempts by the nineteenth-century thinkers Friedrich Schleiermacher and
Wilhelm Dilthey to systematise interpretative practice. In Heidegger’s
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thought hermeneutics became an approach to the question of Being, capable
of divesting it of the metaphysical trappings which it had acquired through
the philosophical tradition coming down from Plato and Aristotle. A herme-
neutics of Being, he contended, would let Dasein – the mode of Being peculiar
to humans – appear on its own terms. While the German Bible critic Rudolf
Bultmann followed Heidegger in attempting to rediscover the meaning of
human existence by ‘demythologising’ the Bible’s message, attending chiefly
to the existential import of the Christian proclamation, Gerhard Ebeling and
Ernst Fuchs, the two thinkers most closely associated with the New
Hermeneutic, assimilated from Heidegger an interest in the language of the
gospel. Their chief concern was to translate New Testament vocabulary,
images and representations into a language comprehensible to modern
society. It is this focus which finds its way into the work of Wilder and Scott,
and which they attempted to blend with aspects of the New Critical approach
to literature. Wilder especially appealed to New Critical canons of poetry in
dealing with the biblical text: ‘We should reckon with what we can learn
about metaphorical and symbolic language from students of poetry: that it
cannot really be translated, least of all into prose; that its meaning is to be
thought in terms of its own distinctive mode of communication.’4

T. S. Eliot was a key figure in the development of both the New Criticism
and the interdisciplinary work of Wilder and Scott. His 1935 essay entitled
‘Religion and Literature’ set the terms of the engagement for many years to
come when it characterised the relationship in terms of completion: ‘Literary
criticism should be completed by criticism from a definite ethical and theolog-
ical standpoint.’5 It is hard not to hear in this formulation echoes of the
process of canon-formation by which the disparate texts which make up the
Christian Bible came to be bound together and consecrated into the sacred
book. It advocates a completeness which can only be imposed upon texts from
the outside by some value-system or moral code such as that which Eliot’s
Anglo-Catholicism provided.

Just such commitments underlay both the founding of literature and theol-
ogy as a discernible movement in the history of literary criticism, and the New
Critical project. If the latter tended to isolate literary works from their autho-
rial meanings, it remained within the book-based model of reading by virtue
of an interpretative canon which characterised works of literature as ‘verbal
icons’ (to borrow W. K. Wimsatt’s resounding phrase). An icon, in this sense,
is a self-contained, ahistorical artifact, which can be interrogated using a set
of prescribed critical tools (such as ‘tension’, ‘irony’, ‘paradox’, etc.). The
religious resonance of the term recalls the Protestant reverence of Scripture as
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a unitary, self-authenticating whole, capable of transcending the conditions in
which it was written by means of the revelation of timeless truths, or, for the
less theologically minded, by means of sublime language and imagery.
So,while the role of the author took second place to that of the competent
New Critical reader, the work of literature remained a self-identical, com-
plete, masterable presence.

The emergence of structuralism from the model of language proposed in
Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics (original, French
version, 1916), gave rise to a mode of criticism which promised to bring liter-
ary criticism and biblical studies into a new kind of proximity. In Britain, the
anthropologist Edmund Leach published a structuralist reading of Genesis in
1969, while, in America, structuralism-inspired readings of biblical texts were
produced by Daniel Patte and John Dominic Crossan in the mid 1970s. It is
noteworthy that these works, and the majority of those that followed their
lead, concentrate on narrative forms. To a greater extent than any other liter-
ary-critical endeavour, the study of narrative was transformed by structural-
ism, and it is in this field that its most enduring impact has been felt. This has
been due, in large part, to the emergence of a number of extremely able expo-
nents of what has become known as ‘narratology’, whose work has focused
on biblical narratives. While its origins are in Russian Formalism and French
structuralism, narrative poetics has evolved beyond the assignation of partic-
ipant roles and the identification of lexical codes with which it began. Mieke
Bal, in particular, has developed the work of earlier narrative semioticians
such as Vladimir Propp, Viktor Shklovsky and A-J. Greimas, synthesising ele-
ments of their theories with poststructuralist and feminist methods to
produce a distinctive and powerful analytical model. Her studies of the narra-
tives recorded in the book of Judges, as cognisant of the history of biblical
criticism as of semiotic theory, reveal how generations of male critics have
failed to assign full significance to the female participants, and, as a direct
result, have produced skewed interpretations of the text.6

An essay by Roland Barthes: ‘Wrestling with the Angel: Textual Analysis of
Genesis 32:23–33’, despite its poststructuralist emphasis on detailed scrutiny
of the text, is often cited as exemplary of applied structuralism.7 But Barthes’
work led beyond the elaboration of narrative patterns and verbal taxonomies
typical of structural analysis. His prolix and detailed treatment of a short
story by Balzac, in S/Z (French original, 1970), demonstrated the incapacity of
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this kind of approach to exhaust the possible meanings of a literary text:
rather than trapping meaning in a well-constructed cage of semiotic possibil-
ities, the process tended to cause an inexhaustible proliferation of meaning
which could never be controlled by the intention of the absent author. Since a
written text is, of necessity, detached from its authorial origins, and since lan-
guage is, for the structuralist, a closed system of signs unanchored in external
reality, texts are open to the multiple meanings constructed for them by their
readers. Barthes concluded that the author is dead – a declaration fraught
with theological implications: ‘Once the Author is removed, the claim to deci-
pher a text becomes quite futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit
on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing . . . to refuse
to fix meaning is, in the end, to refuse God.’8 What Friedrich Nietzsche had
declared a century earlier in the context of philosophical inquiry was now
announced in literary criticism: God is dead.

The effect of Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction of Saussurean linguistics,
and of the whole structuralist enterprise, in his germinal work Of
Grammatology (French original, 1967), was even more devastating to theo-
logical criticism. Not only did Derrida argue that the external discourses
used to ratify certain interpretations of texts, to delimit their meanings, were
ideological impositions, he also struck at the heart of Christian reading prac-
tice by undermining the concept of the ‘transcendental signified’, or ultimate
guarantee of linguistic meaning. This concept derives, in western metaphys-
ics, from the Greek logos, a term familiar to readers of the Christian Bible
from John’s gospel, where it is identified with Christ. Derrida’s deconstruc-
tive strategy involves replacing the positive, active logos with the ‘trace’.
Unlike the logos, the trace is characterised as a movement rather than as a
static, self-identical being or thing. A never-present non-origin which is dis-
guised by the very meaning-effects of language to which it gives rise, ‘the
trace is in fact the absolute origin of sense in general. Which amounts to
saying . . . that there is no absolute origin of sense in general’ (original
emphasis).9 On this account, the history of metaphysics, including that of
Christianity’s theologically determined modes of interpretation, can be read
as the systematic covering over of the shifting, unrepresentable ‘trace’ with
the static presence of the logos. Contemporary critical theory after the death
of the author, and in the wake of deconstruction, has presented Christian
thinkers engaged in literary study with a profound problem for precisely this
reason: it proclaims, in Derrida’s words, ‘the end of the book and the begin-
ning of writing’.10

Christian approaches to the problems of interpretation thrown up by con-
temporary theory have often been informed by the work of the French philos-
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8 Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, Image, Music, Text, pp. 142–148 (p. 147).
9 Derrida, Of Grammatology, p. 65. 10 Ibid., heading I, p. 1.
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opher Paul Ricoeur. He has been of the highest significance for the study of
literature and theology through the years during which the emergence of her-
meneutics, structuralism, deconstruction and postmodernism, have revolu-
tionised critical thought. Offering allegiance to no one school of thought,
Ricoeur has contributed to a wide range of crucial debates over five decades,
attempting always to reconcile the most fruitful ideas from a variety of disci-
plines and positions. His interdisciplinary approach to the problems of inter-
pretation, his interest in biblical criticism and his elaboration of a
post-Heideggerian hermeneutical theory that preserves the possibility of
faith have made his work of special interest to scholars in literature and theol-
ogy. His work is too voluminous and wide-ranging to summarise here, but the
indication of three specific aspects of it may serve to suggest its importance in
this field of study.

Firstly, while Ricoeur shares a number of philosophico-interpretative atti-
tudes with Derrida, he seeks to elucidate hermeneutical processes in order to
promote the understanding of human existence, while Derrida’s work insis-
tently uncovers the inherent strains and contradictions which disrupt the
apparently unitary meanings to which texts (especially philosophical texts)
lay claim. Ricoeur’s commitment to ontologically directed interpretation
makes his work particularly appealing to critics with theological or religious
sympathies. Secondly, his espousal of hope as a directing impulse in the
reading process gives Ricoeur’s hermeneutic an orientation towards which
Christian criticism is predisposed. This hope (which owes much to Jürgen
Moltmann’s theological appropriation of the work of Ernst Bloch) appears as
a feature of his attempt to complete the work of Heidegger and Kant. The
limitation placed on the scope of knowledge by Kant (as against Hegel’s pos-
iting of ‘absolute knowledge’), leaves room for hope within philosophical
speculation, and Ricoeur exploits this in order to criticise Heidegger’s notion
of authentic existence as ‘being-towards-death’. Thirdly, acknowledging the
significance for interpretation of the work of Nietzsche, Marx and Freud
(whom he calls the ‘masters of suspicion’), Ricoeur’s complex and broad-
based hermeneutical theory attempts to state the case for a mode of interpre-
tation which moves beyond suspicion (of conceptuality, ideology and
psychological naïvety), on the basis of ‘a trust in the power to say, in the power
to do, in the power to recognize oneself as a character in a narrative’.11 This
emphasis on trust might be thought of as the converse of Barthes’ refusal of
God through the denial of authorial meaning: if to deny meaning is to reject
God, then to interpret is to approach a theology. This is not to return to a pre-
critical faith; rather, it is to allow the emergence of a hermeneutical dialectic
of faith and suspicion.
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Religious readings

In attending to the current state of the interrelationships between literature,
criticism, theory and religion, a few additional factors should be borne in
mind. The cultural context of English literature makes it impossible to mark
a true starting point for the interdisciplinary study of literature and theology.
One has only to think of the theological import of Milton’s Paradise Lost, of
the renegotiation of biblical themes in the poetry of William Blake, and of the
intellectual interests and achievements of nineteenth-century British thinkers
such as Thomas Carlyle, George Eliot and Matthew Arnold, or of the
American transcendentalists, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne
and David Henry Thoreau, to appreciate the difficulty. A theological and bib-
lical tone has persisted in both literature and criticism, and continues even
today.

It should also be remembered that certain critics, whose work has not been
swayed by winds of theoretical change, have pursued interests in the Bible as
literature, and in the influence of the Bible upon English literature. Prominent
examples might be C. S. Lewis’s essays on the literary impact of the author-
ised version of the Bible, and on John Bunyan’s allegorical vision, as well as
the influence of literary study on his apologetical works. More recently
Northrop Frye’s The Great Code (1981) has examined the Bible as a means of
decoding all manner of western literary forms. But such approaches, while
they have proved stimulating to generations of readers (both those with and
those without specific theological interests), have failed to engage with the
major theoretical challenges of their day. When, for example, C. S. Lewis
wrote of the contrast between New Testament imitative practice and the lan-
guage of ‘creative’, ‘original’ and ‘spontaneous’ art, his target seems to have
been Romantic aesthetics rather than contemporaneous ideas about tradition
and the ‘escape from personality’ propounded by T. S. Eliot.12 Similarly, Frye’s
work lacks the critical force to engage with more recent theoretical challenges
(such as the deconstruction of theological conceptuality) because, as Robert
Detweiler and Vernon K. Robbins have observed, ‘he does not consider lan-
guage itself to be an essential part of the hermeneutical problematic’.13

Contemporary criticism of a religious or theological cast can ill afford to
ignore the profound upheavals, linguistic, philosophical and cultural, which
have defined the contemporary scene, and there is evidence to suggest that
thinkers in this interdisciplinary region are no longer content to do so. A
recent article by Lloyd Davies in the American journal Christianity and
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12 C. S. Lewis, ‘Christianity and Literature’, Rehabilitations and Other Essays (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1939), pp. 181–197 (p. 191).

13 Robert Detweiler and Vernon K. Robbins, ‘From New Criticism to Poststructuralism:
Twentieth-Century Hermeneutics’, Reading the Text, ed. Stephen Prickett, pp. 225–280
(p. 265).
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Literature indicates the extent to which theologically minded critics have
begun to engage with contemporary theoretical issues from a religious stand-
point.14 At the same time the fact that these critical modes, directly or indi-
rectly, depend upon insights derived from the speculative ‘death of God’ make
such engagements both necessary and extremely difficult. This is true not
only of approaches to deconstruction and generic poststructuralism, but also
of interpretative negotiations with those other significant movements which
have shaped contemporary thought.

Michel Foucault’s work on the history of cultural formations and on the
epistemological significance of a Nietzschean genealogy of concepts has
served to unsettle the foundations of belief upon which an earlier generation
of literature and theology scholars were able to rest secure. Jean-François
Lyotard’s critique of metanarratives – the grand explanatory systems such as
political ideologies, philosophical schemata and religious doctrines, used to
legitimate knowledge as a graspable whole – has called into question the legit-
imacy of interpretations based upon the undifferentiated application of pre-
formed beliefs, dogmas and world-views. Jean Baudrillard’s diagnosis of
postmodern ‘hyperreality’, in which the ‘real’ world is replaced by a multi-
layered palimpsest of epistemologically unstable simulacra, has disturbed
religious belief in the ‘world’ as the object (or totalisable field) of God’s love
and of Christ’s redemptive work. Of course, such ‘postmodern’ interpreta-
tions of contemporary cultural proclivities are susceptible to counter-argu-
ments and critiques from a variety of philosophical positions; even on their
own terms they are not necessarily accurate or intelligible accounts of the
phenomena they purport to explain. Christopher Norris, in particular, has
mounted a sustained critique of postmodern ideas over the last decade, sub-
jecting them to stringent examination in the light of rational, materialist
thought. Nevertheless, they have had a profound effect on a wide range of lit-
erary critical theories and practices.

The deepest theologico-literary appreciation of what these modes of ‘post-
modern’ discourse entail is to be found in the works of those like René Girard,
Burton Mack, Robert Detweiler, David Jasper and Stephen D. Moore whose
approach to the Bible, culture, art and literature has been materially altered
by their encounter with the work of Derrida, de Man, Foucault and others. In
writers who have been thus influenced, it is not difficult to detect the proble-
matical character which their faith, whether in God, the text, or the reliability
of inherited modes of thought, has assumed in the encounter. Thus Moore
testifies to a need to question interpretative categories once taken for granted;
he is ‘[c]onvinced now of the necessity of an iconoclastic moment in biblical
studies . . . a revision, though not a rejection, of foundational concepts such
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as Bible and exegesis’.15 For Jasper too, the Bible needs to be re-read with the
clear objective of releasing it from ‘the strait-jacket of its sacrality’.16 Such
revisions and re-readings, enabled by the new theoretical models, have been
driven by such forces for change as the rise of feminist criticism and the re-
emergence of Jewish scholarship and interpretive practice.

While it is not difficult to identify ways in which patriarchal and misogy-
nist values operate in some biblical texts, feminist critics have tended to show
more interest in fostering positive, creative engagements with the canon of
scripture. This has often meant seeking out the places and spaces in which
women can be understood to play a significant role in proceedings, or have a
major impact on situations. The work of theologians and critics such as
Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Daphne Hampson, Alicia Ostriker, Rosemary
Radford Reuther and Phylis Trible, has had the effect of raising conscious-
ness of the extent to which the reading of the Bible within the Christian tra-
dition has tended to play down, sometimes to elide altogether, the role of
women as agents as well as sufferers in its pages. Trible has argued that the
Bible needs to be re-read today with this ‘depatriarchalising principle’ in
mind.17

If male bias has been exposed by feminist readings of the Bible, Christian
bias has appeared in sharp relief against the background of re-emergent
Jewish scholarship. Susan Handelman’s book, The Slayers of Moses (1982),
drew attention to the fact that Jewish scholars such as Harold Bloom, Jacques
Derrida and Geoffrey Hartman had been working with derivatives of
Rabbinic exegetical practices and techniques (frowned upon by western prac-
titioners of the so-called ‘higher criticism’ and its later cognates) for more
than a decade. Other scholars, such as Robert Alter, Daniel Boyarin, Harold
Fisch and Meir Sternberg have concentrated critical attention on the Hebrew
(rather than the Christian) Bible. Boyarin’s work, in particular, has made clear
the relationship between contemporary notions of intertextuality and mid-
rashic modes of reading. Handelman’s book, along with Midrash and
Literature (1986) – a volume of essays by Jewish scholars – has had a profound
impact on the relationship between literary criticism and biblical studies, not
only by virtue of its challenge to the hegemony of western, historical modes
of interpretation, but also because the work of critics who are both conver-
sant with hebraic reading practices and competent in the biblical languages
has exposed the ideological character of interpretations constructed within
the Christian tradition.
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Macmillan, 1995), p. xv.
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Another factor in this process of change is the burgeoning awareness, in the
multi-cultural societies of the west, of non-Judeo-Christian religions and
their reading practices. While inter-faith hermeneutical exchanges have yet to
produce new theoretical models, some critics within the Christian tradition
have begun to acknowledge the need to question the interpretative presuppo-
sitions imposed by a specific theology or religious formation. At this point it
becomes important to note that so far in this discussion, in the interests of
clarity and of brevity, I have elided the difference between ‘theology’ and ‘reli-
gion’. This is partly justified by the fact that despite the liberalism suggested
by the north American use of the description ‘literature and religion’ rather
than ‘literature and theology’, both British and American scholars have
tended to remain within a (broadly) conservative interpretive framework. But,
as I have already intimated, there are exceptions to this rule. The work of
Robert Detweiler in north America, and of David Jasper in the United
Kingdom has begun the task of rethinking this relationship in a way which
promises to break the constraints of Christian, ontotheological criticism in
favour of what they jointly refer to as ‘religious reading’.

Detweiler’s notion of ‘religious reading’, taken up and developed by
Jasper,18 is characterised by five specific concerns: (1) a stress on friendship
over conflict in interpretation, based on the belief that texts do not require a
right analysis which has to be defended; (2) the communal ‘construction of
myths and rituals against chaos’, which can counteract the failure of the
‘rational objectivising mind’ to resolve the chaotic potential of reality; (3)
communal readings and discussions of texts in an atmosphere of celebration,
serving as a counterweight to private thought and writing about them; (4) an
interest in metaphor (in literary texts) as a mechanism for dealing with a
surplus of meaning (relating it to Freud’s theory that religion developed out of
the need to domesticate behavioural excess by means of ritual and festival);
(5) attention to the irreducibility of literary form as a means of rescuing it
from the traditional (Aristotelian) mode of analysis by which it has been
defined in western criticism. In what might be thought of as an inversion of
Eliot’s anti-secularist ‘principled criticism’, religious reading, as theorised
and practised by Detweiler and Jasper, stresses the corporeality of texts
(rather than seeking out the supernatural in their language and themes) as a
way of reading which expresses and celebrates immanence rather than
transcendence.

Jasper also emphasises the need for reading practice to resist the exclusivity
of older modes of explication for which canonicity and interpretive ortho-
doxy were so important, and to usher in ‘a different kind of politics which is
reactive to situations of power and establishment, truly concerned with issues
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of freedom, the liberation of values’.19 Towards the end of ‘Religion and
Literature’ (the essay already quoted), T. S. Eliot expressly derogates those
who ‘demand more or less drastic changes’ in the social order, because they
are concerned only ‘with changes of a temporal, material, and external
nature’. On Eliot’s terms, then, the political aspect of religious reading
insisted upon by Jasper would be a (deplorable) species of ‘secularism’. The
reasons for the opening up of this great gulf between Eliot’s stress on
Christian critical practice as an embattled moral discourse ‘shored against
[the] ruins’ of godless literature, and the contemporary stress on the body and
political inclusivity, are explicable, at least in part, as the outcome of the pro-
cesses which this article has attempted to trace.

These processes have combined to precipitate something of a crisis in the
interdisciplinary study of literature and theology. Both terms have become
subject to increasingly unanswerable questions of demarcation and definition
which complicate any attempt to bring them into fruitful dialogue. Scholars
are no longer able to take for granted that ‘literature’ is a stable, meaningful
category, nor that the term ‘theology’ has an ultimately valid referent. The
philosophical and critical death of God and of the author, and the problem-
atising of linguistic reference, along with the increased awareness of global
damage and appalling human suffering relayed by ever faster and more effi-
cient telecommunication systems, have combined to return theological specu-
lation to the age-old theme of theodicy. For these reasons it is, perhaps, now
more appropriate, following David Jasper’s lead, to speak of ‘the textuality of
theodicy’ than of ‘literature and theology’.20
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30

Literary theory, science and philosophy 
of science

Christopher Norris

Literary criticism and philosophy of science might appear to have few interests in
common. After all, the main concern of philosophy of science – at least on one
fairly standard conception – is to offer a justificatory account of how scientific
theories achieve progress by providing an ever more detailed descriptive and
depth-explanatory knowledge of physical objects, processes and events. Ideas
may differ as to just how this should be done, whether (for example) through a
‘top-down’ method which seeks to derive empirical predictions from high-level
covering-law statements or – conversely – through a ‘bottom-up’ inductive
approach which starts out from the empirical data and treats them as the basis for
constructing theories of the widest generality and scope.1 There are many other
fundamental issues on which philosophers of science divide, among them the
question (first raised by Hume) as regards the validity of inductive arguments in
whatever form and the problem of justifying causal explanations (or appeals to
putative ‘laws of nature’) which necessarily transcend the limits of observed reg-
ularity or Humean ‘constant conjunction’.2 So philosophy of science is far from
presenting a united front in these matters. All the same it may be thought that
such issues are worlds apart from the kinds of concern that typically preoccupy
literary critics and theorists. For them, what counts is not so much a theory’s
truth or explanatory power but rather its capacity to capture certain salient
aspects of our subjective reponse to literary works, or perhaps – in formalist
terms – its ability to locate certain salient attributes of poetic or narrative struc-
ture. Such approaches may be thought to give criticism a more ‘scientific’ status,
that is, a claim to utilise methods which emulate those of the physical sciences
rather than appealing to the vagaries of mere individual reader-response. But
there is still a fairly obvious sense in which literary theory – unlike philosophy of
science – has to do with matters of cultural-linguistic or interpretative under-
standing where such scientific models would seem to have limited applicability.3
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1 See for instance Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, 2nd edn. (New York: Harper &
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At any rate the two disciplines would appear to involve very different crite-
ria of validity and truth. One could perhaps state the difference most clearly
by saying that literary criticism always involves a hermeneutic dimension, a
point at which – pace the formalists and structuralists – issues of applied
methodology give way to issues of meaning and interpretation. However this
is just where the picture begins to get more complicated with regard to recent
developments in philosophy of science from the mid-twentieth century. What
has occurred – in brief – is a questioning (some would say a radical transfor-
mation) of received disciplinary standards and values whose effect has been to
challenge any straightforward acceptance of conventional boundary-lines.
On the one hand some philosophers of science have become more receptive to
a range of ideas – about paradigm-shifts, the role of metaphor in scientific
theories, the ‘linguistic construction of reality’ and so forth – which are highly
congenial to literary theorists with an interest in staking their own special
claim to a measure of acquired expertise in such matters.4 On the other those
theorists have detected evidence of a breakdown (or a deep-laid Kuhnian
‘crisis’) in the discourse of the physical sciences, one that admits of no
progress or solution through classically accepted modes of scientific reason.
Its symptoms include the above-mentioned openness to new ways of thinking
along with the challenge to received ideas of objectivity and truth that is ines-
capably posed – so they argue – by recent developments in the physical sci-
ences. One may suspect that literary and cultural theorists – especially those
of a postmodernist persuasion – have pursued their own agenda by exploiting
certain vaguely suggestive analogies with quantum uncertainty, wave/particle
dualism, mathematical undecidability, the limits of precise measurement,
chaos-theory and so forth.5 Nor is it by any means clear that Kuhnian or other
such paradigm-relativist approaches to the history and philosophy of science
have gained the upper hand over rival (realist or causal-explanatory)
accounts. But it is certainly the case that debates in this area are a great deal
more complex than they must have appeared to anyone writing on the topic a
century ago.

Science as threat: Richards to the New Criticism

In the early twentieth century the issue would most likely have been posed in
terms deriving from Matthew Arnold and his ideas about the function of
poetry (or imaginative literature) in a science-dominated culture. For Arnold,
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science posed a threat to such values through its relentless disenchantment of
the world, its stripping-away of all the comforts and assurances – as well as
the tragic intimations – that had once played a role in the human relationship
to nature and the physical cosmos.6 More than that, it raised the distinctly
uncomfortable question as to whether poetry had anything significant to say
in an age given over to science-based conceptions of knowledge and cultural
advancement. Arnold’s response – like that of later critics such as T. S. Eliot
and I. A. Richards – was to deny that there existed any such relation (and
hence any such potential conflict) between imaginative truth and the stan-
dards of veridical utterance that applied in the physical sciences. Such truth
had to do with the fuller cultivation of human creative and spiritual values
and was therefore simply not a candidate for assessment according to those
other standards. Eliot continued the Arnoldian line of defence by calling for a
‘complete severance’ between poetry and belief, such that poetry could minis-
ter to needs which were wholly unmet by the material benefits of a modern
technocratic culture.7

For Richards the issue was in some ways more pressing since his approach
to literary criticism was much influenced by the methods of empirical science,
especially in the fields of psychology and anthropology.8 He was also
impressed by the logical-positivist case that the only classes of properly mean-
ingful statement were those that expressed either analytic truths (self-evident
to reason in virtue of their logical structure) or empirical claims whose
content could be verified by means of observation or experiment.9 Otherwise
it was a matter of using language in a non-truth-functional way to convey
various attitudes, feelings, sentiments or subjective mind-states. This cate-
gory would include most of our everyday utterances along with expressions of
ethical or aesthetic judgement whose content is merely ‘emotive’ and in no
sense capable of reasoned justification. Richards was therefore driven to con-
clude that any ostensible statements encountered in a poem must be treated as
‘pseudo-statements’, since their function was not to assert some verifiable
truth-claim but rather to call out a range of complex affective responses in the
reader. Only thus – he believed – could poetry be saved from the encroach-
ments of a scientific world-view that could otherwise find no room for such
forms of imaginary self-indulgence.

Of course there were other, more assertive or uncompromising modes of
response even at the time when Richards was developing his emotivist theory of
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(eds.), English Critical Texts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), pp. 260–285.
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poetic meaning. Among them was F. R. Leavis’ argument – again much
indebted to Arnold – for the absolute centrality of literary studies as the sole
means of preserving essential human values and a sense of cultural continuity
despite and against the looming threat of ‘technologico-Benthamite’ civilisa-
tion.10 The American New Critics took over some elements of Richards’ think-
ing – especially his stress on the richness and metaphorical complexity of poetic
language – while rejecting what they saw as his overly subjective or psychologis-
tic approach.11 Rather, those qualities should be located in ‘the words on the
page’, that is to say, in the various closely wrought rhetorical structures – of
ambiguity, irony or paradox – which enabled the poem to endure as a ‘verbal
icon’ throughout and despite all the changing vicissitudes of cultural reception
or individual reader-response. Only thus (they believed) could poetry fulfil its
role as a locus of resistance to the forces of a technocratic reason whose effect
was to negate or devalue any mode of experience that could not be reduced to
its own narrowly instrumental concepts and categories.

This emphasis on poetry’s redemptive power – its capacity to give back ‘the
world’s body’ through a jointly intuitive and suprarational appeal beyond the
limits of plain-prose sense – went along with the New Critics’ agrarian values
and their collective identity as a deep-south U.S. literary movement strongly
opposed to the ‘northern’ ethos of modernising secular progress.12 Those
values were premised on a conservative and nostalgic myth of origin where the
antebellum South played much the same role as pre-civil war England in Eliot’s
theory of poetic tradition and his idea of a drastic cultural change – the ‘disso-
ciation of sensibility’ – which supposedly occurred during the mid seventeenth
century.13 In each case science was equated with the rise of a technocratic ethos
whose effect was to impose a rigid divorce between intellect and emotion,
thought and sensibility, conceptual and intuitive modes of understanding. In
each case, moreover, the response was to elaborate a conception of poetic
meaning that removed it from the realm of rational prose statement and located
its value in a separate domain where altogether different criteria applied. But
there was still a broad acceptance – in Eliot as in Richards – that the scientific
way of knowing had the kind of self-evident truth or validity on its own terms
that required literary critics to make peace with it as best they could.
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Post-empiricist directions: the ‘hermeneutic turn’

This will all seem very remote to anyone who has kept up with developments
in literary theory and philosophy of science over the past two decades. One
measure of the changed situation is the sheer unlikelihood that any present-
day literary theorist would feel such a need to accommodate their thinking to
the presumed self-evidence of progress and achievement in the physical sci-
ences. This change has come about for two main reasons, having to do with
recent (post-1950) developments in philosophy of science and with the trans-
formation of literary theory into a discipline far less prone to cast itself in a
defensive or supplicant role vis-à-vis the claims of scientific method. Firstly,
logical positivism ran into various problems, among them the fact that its
central doctrine – the verification principle – could not be specified in terms
that met its own criteria for genuine (truth-evaluable) statements, namely that
these should be either logically self-evident or empirically verifiable. This case
was pressed further by W. V. Quine in his landmark essay ‘Two Dogmas of
Empiricism’ which denied the very possibility of distinguishing analytic state-
ments (or ‘truths of reason’) from synthetic statements that asserted some
claim with regard to contingent matters of fact or empirical truths-of-obser-
vation.14 Thus, according to Quine, it is an error to think that observations,
predictions, inductive hypotheses, etc., can be checked off one by one against
the evidence and then brought under some covering-law theory whose state-
ments can likewise be confirmed or disconfirmed by appeal to the relevant
items of empirical data.15 Rather such statements must be treated holistically,
that is, as deriving their truth-evaluable content from the entire ‘web’ or
‘fabric’ of interconnected beliefs which forms the currency of scientific
knowledge at any given time.

In this case there is no statement that might not conceivably be subject to
revision under pressure from ‘recalcitrant’ evidence, whether at the outermost
edges of the fabric where beliefs take shape under the barrage of incoming
sensory stimuli, or even at the core where reasoning is constrained by what
presently count as logical ‘laws of thought’. For we can always conceive of
circumstances in which we might be forced to revise those laws, as for instance
– Quine’s example – with regard to quantum physics and the proposal for sus-
pending certain axioms of logic in order to accommodate classically unthink-
able phenomena such as wave/particle dualism. And conversely, there is no
observation-statement – no statement of empirical fact – that can stand proof
against revision should it come into conflict with firmly entrenched beliefs or
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14 W. V. Quine, ‘Two Dogmas of Empiricism’, in From a Logical Point of View, 2nd edn.
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1961), pp. 20–46.

15 Quine’s argument is directed most explicitly against the version of this logical-empiricist
theory proposed in a number of influential works by the philosopher Rudolf Carnap. See espe-
cially Carnap, The Logical Structure of the World and Pseudo-Problems in Philosophy, trans.
R. George (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1967).
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theoretical commitments. That is to say, we still have the option of devising
some different (theory-preservative) construal of the evidence currently to
hand, perhaps by adducing perceptual distortion or the limits of our best
(even if technologically assisted) observational powers. From which it follows
that theories will always be ‘underdetermined’ by the best available evidence,
while that evidence will always be ‘theory-laden’ insofar as it entails a certain
(potentially challengeable) range of beliefs, hypotheses, working assump-
tions, ontological commitments and so forth. Thus, according to Quine, the
‘unit of empirical significance’ for scientific theory-assessment is the entire
existing body of beliefs held true at any given time, rather than a well-defined
subset which can be tested (so to speak) in safe isolation from other beliefs
that strike us as belonging to different parts of the fabric. For however well-
attested the truth-claim in question – whether by the ground-rules of logical
reason or by strength of empirical warrant – there remains the possibility of
adducing auxiliary hypotheses that can be shown to play a role in its accep-
tance and hence to leave room for some alternative construal that would chal-
lenge its seeming self-evidence. Thus (to repeat) there is no statement that can
be held immune from revision should one decide – on pragmatic grounds or
in the interests of conserving some cherished theory – to meet the challenge of
recalcitrant evidence by redistributing predicates or truth-values over the
fabric as a whole.

I have discussed Quine’s essay at length because it signalled a change in the
dominant way of thinking not only about epistemology and philosophy of
science but also with regard to the relationship between those disciplines and
other fields of enquiry, among them literary criticism and the human or social
sciences. After all, some version of the holistic or contextualist principle had
long been standard among literary theorists – from the Romantics to the New
Critics – who argued that poetry could not be analysed in reductive (atomis-
tic) terms but should rather be treated as the product of a complex interplay
between various organically related elements of meaning, structure and form.
This idea becomes prominent in Richards’ middle-period writings where he
abandons the theory of poetic ‘pseudo-statements’ and adopts a more herme-
neutic approach where words acquire meaning very largely through a process
of reciprocal adjustment or inter-definition within various contexts of
usage.16 There was also an emergent sense, among literary critics, that science
no longer presented a threat through its claim to monopolise the discourse of
reason and truth, or its sheer self-evidence as a mode of knowledge with unri-
valled descriptive, predictive and causal-explanatory power. As philosophers
of science (or some of them) began to question such claims, so literary theo-
rists became more confident in asserting that their kinds of knowledge – inter-
pretative, hermeneutic, narrative, metaphorical, semantically overdetermined
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16 See for instance I. A. Richards, Interpretation in Teaching (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1938).
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– should in no way be viewed as generically inferior or as requiring some kind
of special defence when compared with those of the natural sciences.

This change had various other contributory sources, among them Thomas
Kuhn’s widely influential theory of scientific paradigm-change.17 Kuhn fol-
lowed Quine in adopting a thoroughly holistic approach, in stressing the
underdetermination of theory by evidence and the theory-laden character of
observation-statements, and in relativising ‘truth’ to the entire going range of
beliefs-held-true at any given time. His approach also found support from
developments in philosophy of language, especially the idea (much influenced
by Wittgenstein’s later writing) that there existed as many legitimate ways of
making sense as there existed language-games or cultural ‘forms of life’, all of
them perfectly intelligible by their own immanent criteria and none of them
possessing a privileged claim to lay down terms or validity-conditions by
which others should be understood.18 Thus literary critics – along with soci-
ologists, historians, ethical theorists, aestheticians, theologians and others –
were simply mistaken if they felt any need to defend or justify their claims vis-
à-vis those of logic or the natural sciences. Rather they should see that this
compulsion came about through a false and reductive understanding of lan-
guage, one that Wittgenstein had himself subscribed to (albeit with certain
significant reservations) in his own early thinking but had then shown up as
the merest of old-style positivist illusions.19

For some – including disciples of Leavis – the chief lessons to be learned
from Wittgenstein were the autonomy of literary-critical judgement as an
evaluative discourse strictly unbeholden to any such extraneous standards
and (following from this) the irrelevance of literary theory as a pseudo-
discipline that aped the natural sciences in a different field of study. At about
the same time – from the early 1960s on – there was a growing awareness
among Anglophone critics of the various hermeneutically inspired theories of
language and interpretation whose sources lay in the mainly German tradi-
tion of thought descending from Schleiermacher and Dilthey to thinkers such
as Heidegger and Gadamer.20 Here again the chief result was to encourage a
less defensive, indeed a more self-assertive attitude which rejected any notion
of physical science as a paradigm of method or a privileged truth-telling dis-
course, and which stressed the various background contexts – of language,
culture, tradition, life-form, communal ‘horizons’ of belief – that were
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17 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd edn. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1970).

18 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1958).

19 See especially Peter Winch, The Idea of a Social Science and its Relation to Philosophy
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1958).

20 See Kurt Müller-Vollmer, The Hermeneutics Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986); Richard E.
Palmer, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and
Gadamer (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969).
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presupposed by every kind of knowledge, scientific knowledge included.
Heidegger’s influence has no doubt been strongest in promoting the view of
technology as a form of instrumental or means-end reasoning that is deeply
complicit with the history of ‘western metaphysics’, that is, the legacy of phil-
osophic thought (from ancient Greece to the present) which ignores the pri-
mordial question of Being through a relentless will to extend its conceptual
grasp over nature and humankind alike.21 Thus Heidegger’s critique of
techno-scientific modes of knowledge goes along with the appeal to poetry –
especially in his later writings – as a language that can still vouchsafe such
truth through the power of ‘unconcealment’ (or authentic revelation) to
which it alone has moments of privileged access.22

Hence the distinctly hermeneutic ‘turn’ that has characterised a good deal
of recent work in those quarters of Anglo-American philosophy of science
where the continental influence has been most marked. Hence also the idea
that this signals a decisive shift away from the predominance not only of the
physical sciences with regard to the humanities and social-science disciplines
but also of science-based epistemologies or theories of meaning and truth in
relation to other, more interpretative or hermeneutically oriented kinds of
approach. The extreme position here is that adopted by a ‘strong’-descrip-
tivist like Richard Rorty who would urge that science can best make progress
by having the courage of its most inventive or adventurous metaphors and
rejecting the idea of truth as a matter of literal ‘correspondence’ with the way
things notionally stand ‘in reality’.23 Thus there is no rule of method (induc-
tive, hypothetico-deductive, causal-explanatory or whatever) which consti-
tutes a canon of valid scientific reasoning and which thereby draws a
demarcation-line between genuine science and ‘knowledge’ that cannot aspire
to such status. On the contrary: what occurs when science undergoes some
radical Kuhnian paradigm-shift is very like what transpires when a strong-
willed revisionist interpreter – say Blake on Milton or Harold Bloom on the
entire western canon – comes along to transform our preexisting sense of lit-
erary history and the place of various poets within it. In both cases the result
is a radical Nietzschean transvaluation of values that leaves nothing
untouched since it changes all the organising concepts (or the dominant meta-
phors and narratives, as Rorty would have it) by which we had hitherto sought
to impose some order on the otherwise inchoate flux of experience and
memory.

Thus science does best when it gives up the attachment to old methods and
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21 See Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans.
William Lovitt (New York: Harper & Row, 1977); also Michael E. Zimmerman, Heidegger’s
Confrontation with Modernity: Technology, Politics, Art (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana
University Press, 1991).

22 See especially Heidegger, On the Way to Language, trans. Peter D. Hertz (New York: Harper
& Row, 1971).

23 See Richard Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism (Brighton: Harvester, 1982).
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paradigms – like those which prevail in periods of Kuhnian ‘normal’ enquiry
– and ventures into new ‘revolutionary’ seas of thought. We should likewise
jettison the old idea (a throwback to the heyday of logical positivism) that the
various disciplines can be firmly ranked on a ‘hard-to-soft’ scale with physics
at the top, followed by chemistry and biology, and then descending via anthro-
pology, sociology and psychology to such ill-defined subject-areas as ethics,
aesthetics and literary criticism. The middle-range disciplines on this scale
can in turn be subdivided – so the argument goes – to the extent that they
incline toward either an empirical (scientific) methodology or a purely inter-
pretative (hence subjectivist and scientifically vacuous) mode of understand-
ing.24 Such was the view propounded by advocates of the ‘unity of science’
movement, a programme that achieved wide acceptance during the 1940s and
50s, though thereafter increasingly subject to attack not only from disgrun-
tled workers at the ‘lower’ (humanities) end of the scale but also from those –
including biologists and chemists – who challenged the assumed priority of
physics as the most fundamental branch of the natural sciences.25 What
comes across strikingly in Rorty’s case is the reaction against such thinking
that has taken hold in at least some quarters of literary academe. ‘Literary’,
that is, in the sense that Rorty, although trained as an academic philosopher –
indeed, one whose early work stood squarely within the mainstream analytic
tradition – now prefers to be thought of as a literary critic or as a cultural con-
versationalist with no allegiance to those old (science-led) ideas of analytic
rigour, conceptual precision or constructive problem-solving power. Thus he
seizes every chance to make the case for privileging metaphor over concept,
rhetoric over logic, narrative understanding over modes of rational recon-
struction and hermeneutical (or strong-descriptivist) approaches over anything
that resembles the deluded quest for an objective knowledge transcending the
horizon of our present-day cultural needs and interests. This in turn works
out – at its most provocative – as the claim that (say) nuclear physicists or
molecular biologists might have more to learn in the way of new and produc-
tive metaphors not from their own intradisciplinary colleagues but rather
from poets, novelists, or literary critics.26

I have cited Rorty as one (albeit extreme) example of the way that thinking
can go under the influence of various contemporary schools of thought such
as hermeneutics, Nietzschean genealogy, poststructuralism, postmodernism
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University Press, 1993).

26 See especially Rorty, ‘Texts and Lumps’, in Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 78–92.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



and the ‘strong’ programme in sociology of knowledge or science studies.
What these all have in common is their tendency toward a low valuation of
scientific method and a high valuation of the power of language, discourse or
narrative to shape our very sense of what counts as reality or truth.27 Hence
the sharp contrast between present-day sceptical-relativist approaches to the
sociology of science and Robert Merton’s pioneering studies in the field which
took for granted such traditional scientific values as the quest for truth and the
striving for rational consensus among a suitably qualified community of
thinkers with shared interests and commitments.28 Postmodernist thinkers
often claim that science has itself now moved on to a stage far beyond those
classical certitudes, a stage where – as Jean-François Lyotard argues – scien-
tific research, ‘by concerning itself with such things as undecidables, the limits
of precise control, conflicts characterised by incomplete information,
“fracta”, catastrophes, and pragmatic paradoxes . . . is theorizing its own evo-
lution as discontinuous, catastrophic, non-rectifiable and paradoxical’.29

Such – we are told – is the current postmodern condition as it pertains to the
natural sciences, physics in particular, as likewise to every other form of
knowledge in a period when ‘constative’ (truth-apt) standards of assertoric
warrant have given way to ‘performative’ criteria, that is, to the sheerly prag-
matic measure of how far theories or research programmes can win support
in virtue of their proven suasive-rhetorical power. In which case dissensus –
rather than rational consensus – is the mark of a vibrant scientific culture
which prizes the multiplicity of viewpoints or theories on offer and which
strives so far as possible not to impose some crampingly orthodox normative
conception of objectivity, method and truth.

No doubt the above-cited passage from Lyotard is an extreme instance of
the kind. Nevertheless it has the merit – as with Rorty – of showing just how
far such arguments can be pushed in order to challenge the kinds of epistemic
privilege standardly accorded to the physical sciences. Also it suggests that
postmodernism is still fighting old battles, not least with a bugbear image of
scientific method whose source – so far as one can tell from Lyotard’s pro-
nouncements – is the positivist idea of truth and knowledge as consisting in a
straightforward one-to-one correspondence between veridical statements and
discrete items of empirical fact. In other words things have not moved on quite
so far as might be supposed from a text-book survey of literary theory from
Richards to Lyotard.
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27 On the ‘strong programme’, see for instance Barry Barnes, About Science (Oxford: Blackwell,
1985); David Bloor, Knowledge and Social Imagery (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1976);
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England (New York: Howard Fertig, 1970).

29 Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, p. 112.
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Literary criticism and the new physics

Of course there is a sense in which certain developments during this century
lend credence to the notion of physical science as having entered a new and
problematical phase where a good many hitherto well-established values,
methods and beliefs are henceforth open to question. Relativity-theory is
most often invoked in this context although it is not so often acknowledged
that Einstein’s was in most respects a ‘classical’ theory, one that denied any
ultimate rest-frame for observed values of position or momentum but which
none the less took the speed of light as an absolute constant by which to assign
such values in objective (non-observer-relative) terms.30 Thus there is room for
doubt when literary critics draw comparisons between Einstein’s conceptual
revolution and the kinds of development that were taking place in the period
of high literary modernism that produced such multiplex spatio-temporal
constructs as Eliot’s The Waste Land, Joyce’s Ulysses or Pound’s Cantos.

Analogies with quantum mechanics are perhaps more to the point since it
is here, in the microphysical domain, that science has posed its greatest chal-
lenge to classical (post-Newtonian) conceptions of reality, objectivity and
truth.31 Indeed it was Einstein’s steadfast refusal to accept the dictates of
orthodox quantum thinking that drove his persistent – some would say stub-
born – quest for an alternative account compatible with the framework of rel-
ativity-theory and with a realist construal of the evidence.32 Thus, in
Einstein’s view, the standard interpretation was self-evidently ‘incomplete’
since it claimed no more than empirical (predictive-observational) adequacy,
and expressly renounced any aim to describe the reality behind quantum
appearances. Moreover, it entailed certain highly paradoxical consequences –
among them several placidly endorsed by Lyotard in the passage quoted above
– which Einstein considered an affront to scientific reason and as further evi-
dence that the authorised version was merely a stopgap theory adopted for
want of anything better. Among them was the idea of superposed quantum-
states that were somehow ‘collapsed’, that is, reduced to one or another deter-
minate (wave or particle) form only through the act of observation;
Heisenberg’s famous uncertainty-principle concerning the limits of precise
measurement at a subatomic level; and, above all, the postulate of superlumi-
nal (faster-than-light) ‘entanglement’ between particles that had once
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interacted and thereafter moved apart to a large (maybe astronomical) dis-
tance of spacetime separation.33 This is clearly not the place for a detailed dis-
cussion of the complex scientific and philosophical issues raised by quantum
mechanics.34 What is worth remarking is the readiness of many literary and
cultural theorists to seize upon its more paradoxical or even bizarre implica-
tions in order to enlist ‘scientific’ support for their own vaguely kindred
claims with regard to the demise of realist world-views and the supersession
of those old ‘grand narratives’ (of reason, progress, truth at the end of
enquiry) that supposedly went along with them. Such verdicts may be thought
at very least premature given that there exist alternative construals of
quantum mechanics which entail nothing like so radical a break with just
about every preexisting notion of scientific truth and method.35

Other critics – William Empson among them, as early as 1930 in his classic
Seven Types of Ambiguity – have shown a greater knowledge of the relevant
scientific theories and responded to them in a far more intelligent, less sweep-
ing and doctrinaire fashion. Thus Empson has some speculative passages dis-
cussing Heisenberg’s Uncertainty-Principle in relation to the issue of just how
far poetic meaning can be thought of as objectively ‘there’ in the words on the
page, or whether it should rather be viewed as a product of the complex recip-
rocal exchange between text and reader.36 I. A. Richards – Empson’s tutor at
Cambridge – started out (as we have seen) by espousing an emotivist theory of
poetic language under pressure from logical positivism and its hardline verifi-
cationist doctrine. Later on, however, he found a way forward from that
unsatisfactory position in Niels Bohr’s philosophy of ‘complementarity’, that
is, the idea that certain quantum phenomena – such as wave/particle dualism
– require that one adopt two different (complementary) descriptive frame-
works or conceptual schemes which are mutually exclusive yet noncontradic-
tory and each borne out by the empirical evidence.37 Like Bohr himself,
Richards thought that this theory held the answer to problems far beyond the
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field of theoretical physics, including those that were often encountered in the
social, ethical, political and (not least) aesthetic domains. Thus it promised to
resolve such longstanding quandaries as the freewill-determinism issue, the
fact/value dichotomy, and – most crucially in this context – the place of liter-
ary meaning and imaginative experience in a culture so largely given over to
science-led conceptions of knowledge and truth.38 Bohr’s arguments are often
rather fuzzily expressed and Richards’ writing has nothing like the sheer ana-
lytical acuity of Empson on quantum-related themes. All the same it fares
well by comparison with the current postmodernist fashion for talk about
quantum physics as marking the demise of such old-fashioned ‘enlighten-
ment’ values as truth, reason and reality.

Gaston Bachelard: metaphor, criticism and theory-change

It is worth noting here that there exists a strong tradition in French philosophy
of science which goes clean against any stereotyped idea of Anglo-French
intellectual and cultural differences. It can best be brought out by reference to
Gaston Bachelard’s conception of scientific paradigm-change and of the role
in that process which has often been played by metaphors, analogies and
modes of ‘naive’ (anthropomorphic or image-based) thinking.39 For
Bachelard, science can no more dispense with such heuristic aids and devices
than it can dispense with the labour of conceptual analysis – of ongoing ‘rec-
tification and critique’ – whereby they are progressively developed and refined
to the stage of more adequate scientific grasp. This is what Bachelard means
by his phrase ‘applied rationalism’ (le rationalisme appliqué): a process of rig-
orously critical reflection on the sources of scientific knowledge which allows
for the role of concepts, intuitions, thought-processes, etc., but which treats
them as always susceptible to change – sometimes to radical transformation –
under newly emergent conditions of scientific practice. In part this is a matter
of philosophy’s need to catch up with developments (such as non-Euclidean
geometry, relativity theory and quantum mechanics) that present large obsta-
cles to any theory based on Cartesian – or indeed Kantian – notions of a self-
assured access to truth through the mind’s innate powers of intuitive-
conceptual grasp. But it can also be seen as rejecting the idea – the typically
‘analytic’ idea – that philosophy of science should always be conducted in the
mode of ‘rational reconstruction’, that is, by applying covering-law theories
or hypothetico-deductive principles that are answerable only to our present
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best standards of rational enquiry, and which need not at any point go by way
of whatever is supposed to have occurred in the mind of this or that enquirer.

Thus knowledge could never have advanced beyond the stage of naive
sense-certainty were it not for this capacity of critical thought to revise and
modify its own preconceptions in response to new challenges or obstacles.
These latter may arise in the form of anomalous experimental findings or the-
ories that are based on the best current evidence but which then turn out to
entail problematical or strongly counter-intuitive consequences. Or again,
they may result from the kind of ‘internal’ blockage that occurs when thought
is too rigidly bound by certain fixed habits of belief. Such would be, for
instance, the concepts supposedly self-evident to reason that Descartes took
as his epistemological anchor-point, or primordial intuitions (such as those of
the classical Newtonian space-time framework) which Kant considered to be
given a priori as the very condition of possibility for human knowledge and
experience. This is not to deny that metaphors and images can play a role –
sometimes a decisive role – in the progress toward more adequate scientific
concepts. Bachelard’s work itself provides many striking examples of the way
that such advances in knowledge come about through the process of ongoing
rectification and critique. However, that process cannot be understood unless
in the context of a jointly historical and epistemological enquiry into the
various episodes which constitute its development to date. This in turn
requires that it take due account of the various ‘obstacles’ that thought con-
fronted as well as the various means through which it overcame them, whether
by replacing intuitive metaphors with more adequate concepts, refining
certain useful or productive metaphors to a higher degree of conceptual pre-
cision, or – in some cases – adopting heuristic metaphors that go beyond the
limits of existing (inadequate) descriptive or explanatory concepts. Which is
also to say that philosophy of science must always at some point concern itself
with issues of epistemology or with the genesis of scientific theories through
acts of consciousness that mark a definite stage of advance in the production
of scientific knowledge. And this despite Bachelard’s insistence that ulti-
mately the truth of theories is in no way dependent on their intuitive appeal,
their (supposed) a priori warrant or other such epistemological criteria. For it
is precisely his point that some of the most signal advances in fields such as
geometry, mathematics and subatomic physics have been achieved despite and
against what appeared self-evident to previous enquirers. Indeed, those beliefs
may remain self-evident at a commonsense-intuitive level and yet have been
rendered scientifically obsolete through just this kind of critical-evaluative
process.

Thus Bachelard firmly rejects the ‘ornamentalist’ notion of metaphor and
stresses its role as a vital resource in the acquisition of scientific knowledge.
However he also insists (unlike Rorty and the current ‘strong’ textualists) that
scientific metaphors are always open to criticism since they can work just as
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often to retard that process as to bring about new discoveries. So it is wrong –
explanatorily vacuous – to treat them as so many optional ‘language-games’
or Rortian ‘final vocabularies’, invented mainly out of boredom with old ways
of talking and therefore best dropped as soon as they become literalised in the
discourse of ‘normal’, workaday science. For this is to abandon every last dis-
tinction between concept and metaphor, knowledge and belief, progressive
and degenerating research-programmes, or scientific truth – as defined by our
current best theories and methods of enquiry – and what once passed for sci-
entific truth according to some then-prevalent way of thinking. It is an
outlook that falls in readily with the so-called ‘strong’ programme in sociol-
ogy of knowledge and with other movements of thought – such as its offshoot
discipline of ‘science studies’ – which likewise operate on a strict principle of
parity as between various belief-systems past and present, scientific and non-
scientific, or ‘true’ and ‘false’ according to our own (culture-specific) lights.40

Bachelard’s thought has been subject to various revisionist readings – or
sometimes downright misconstruals – in its course of migration from philos-
ophy and history of science to critical, cultural and literary theory. For Louis
Althusser, seeking to justify the claims of Marxist ‘theoretical practice’, it
offered the idea of a decisive epistemological break (coupure epistemolo-
gique) between the realm of ideological (imaginary) misrecognition and the
standpoint of a genuine Marxist ‘science’ that would enable the theorist to
achieve at least a momentary view from outside that realm.41 Thus
Althussser’s project of (so-called) ‘structural Marxism’ preserved this main
feature of Bachelard’s critical epistemology even though it involved some con-
siderable stretching of terms – ‘science’ among them – and also gave rise to
many other problems for his Marxist disciples and exegetes. In Foucault’s
early work, conversely, the notion of ‘epistemological breaks’ took on such a
wide and loose application that it became pretty much synymous with Kuhn’s
idea of ‘paradigm-change’.42 That is to say, it is envisaged as a large-scale shift
of interpretative framework occurring at certain vaguely defined historical
junctures for no specifiable reason and amounting to a kind of random drift
which somehow affects all the discourses of knowledge from one episteme (or
order of knowledge and representation) to the next. Foucault’s main interest
in The Order of Things is directed toward those middle-range disciplines on
the standard ‘hard-to-soft’ scale – biology (or the life-sciences), economics (or
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the earlier ‘analysis of wealth’), sociology, psychology, philology, historiogra-
phy – which have undergone various marked transformations in their scope of
‘legitimate’ enquiry, and whose scientific status has often been a matter of
methodological dispute. Still it is strongly implied that this approach would
have equal validity if extended to disciplines, such as physics or chemistry,
that are thought to occupy the ‘hard’ (objective) end of the scale. Thus
Foucault comes out largely in agreement with Kuhn – and deeply at odds with
Bachelard – on the ‘radical’ (world-transformative) nature of paradigm-shifts
and the lack of any rational standards or criteria for judgements of trans-par-
adigm scientific progress.

Crossing the disciplines

In this chapter I have focused mainly on prominent trends and movements
which have marked various stages in the shifting relationship between science,
philosophy of science and literary theory. That is to say, I have singled out
certain major issues and representative viewpoints which I hope will serve as
a route-map for readers largely unfamiliar with the territory. Of course this
has meant leaving out a great range of more specialised thematic or period-
specific studies which otherwise – given more space – would have merited
inclusion here. Thus, for instance, there has been some innovative work on the
rise of early modern science in relation to changing modes of literary and cul-
tural production;43 on the rhetoric of empiricism and the problems it encoun-
tered in attempting to naturalise its own select range of favoured
representational devices;44 on the advent of field-theoretical concepts (from
Faraday to Maxwell and beyond) with reference to ideas of literary genre and
spatio-temporal form;45 on the impact of Darwinian-evolutionary thinking as
displayed by various nineteenth-century poets and novelists, not only at a
straightforward thematic level but also through organicist metaphors of
growth and development;46 on the history of optics (whether theories of
vision or technological adjuncts like the microscope and telescope) in com-
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43 For extensive documentation see Walter Schatzberg, Ronald A. Waite and Jonathan K. Jackson
(eds.), The Relations of Literature and Science: An Annotated Bibliography of Scholarship,
1880–1980 (New York: Modern Language Association of America, 1987).

44 See especially Andrew Benjamin, Geoffrey N. Cantor and John R. Christie (eds.), The Figural
and the Literal: Problems in the History of Science and Philosophy, 1630–1800 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1987).

45 See for instance Gillian Beer, Open Fields: Science in Cultural Encounter (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1996); N. Katherine Hayles, The Cosmic Web: Scientific Field Models and Narrative
strategies in the Twentieth Century (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1984).
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Century Fiction (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983); George Levine, Darwin and the
Novelists: Patterns of Science in Victorian Fiction (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
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parison to shifts in narrative viewpoint or authorial perspective;47 on chaos-
theory as a source of suggestive metaphors for the tension between orderly
and disorderly elements in the dynamics of literary response;48 and on the role
of metaphor and figural language more generally as a point of intersection or
productive exchange between literary and scientific modes of knowledge.49

Needless to say this amounts to no more than a brief and selective survey of
work that covers so vast a range of historical and disciplinary subject-areas.

In some cases that work has involved a traditional kind of comparative
scholarship which adopts a fairly standard source-documentary or history-
of-ideas approach and which thus – for better or worse – remains little
affected by recent theoretical debates. More often, however, those debates
have left their mark through the greater confidence of literary critics in chal-
lenging established disciplinary bounds while also (paradoxically enough)
evincing a far greater degree of caution with regard to the status or authority
of their own claims. Yet perhaps this is not so surprising after all. For a similar
point could just as well be made about the most advanced fields of current sci-
entific research, prone as they are – most strikingly in the case of quantum
mechanics – to generate problems of conceptual-interpretative grasp in direct
proportion to the progress achieved in terms of empirical warrant or predic-
tive power. That literary and cultural theorists are so much at home with these
problems is perhaps one reason why they have taken so readily to the kinds of
debate thrown up by the demise of logical positivism and the advent of post-
Kuhnian philosophy of science. Whether this will turn out, with benefit of
hindsight, to have been an unusually protracted period of Kuhnian pre-revo-
lutionary ‘crisis’ is among the questions that will no doubt preoccupy con-
tributors to some future edition of the Cambridge History.
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Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1995); N. Katherine Hayles, Chaos Bound: Orderly Disorder in
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