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Introduction

Any future historian ol literary crilicism and theory in the English-
speaking world during the second half of the tventieth century will
have a long and compiex tale {e tell, no doubt. But the basic lines of
developmeni will be clear enoughe. In Britain and its erstwhile colonies
and in the United States two very different but generatiy dominant
critical practices - the schoe! of Leavis and the New Criticism - came
increasingly undes pressure from traditions of thought and analytic pro-
cecdures essentiaily new to both of them. and derived [rom Continental
philosopity and social science. In the vears afler the Second World War
certain Conlinenzat intellectual traditions, of ¥rench weigin particularty,
re-<invented and re-deployed themselves, with lasting ellect on ‘the lan-
guages ol criticism and the sciences of man’,

The words jusl guoted are taken from the litle of a famous confer-
ence at johns Hopkins University in 1966, where the structuralist revo-
lution was formally introduced to American academia. Essentiat to
Leavis himsell and the New Critics frad been (he asriving al judge-
ments of moral and aesthietic value by way of ‘close reading” ol lilerary
texts. The structuralists, by contzast, had litte patience with those con-
cerng; they concentraled instead on trving to iflustrate the generat laws
through which afl systems of comununication - languages, literatuges,
siyles of clothing, indeed alf modes of human expression - sought <o
order experience. Subsequently structuzalism of this kind, associated
with Lavi-Strauss, Roman fakobson, and the ‘early’ Barthes, gave way
to the post-structuraiism that had been at work within and alongside it
for many vears and which, with its even more radical sceplicism sbout
any conceivable stabitity of meaning, seifheed, or ‘closure’. looked
back Lo such thinkers as Nietzsche and Heidegger.
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Indeed, [acques Derrids himsetf had been one of the star performers
at the 1966 cenference mentioned above, and il was there that he gave
a paper now regarded as a positive cornerstone of post-structuralism:
‘Structure, Sign and Play in the Disceurse of the Human Sciences',
Derrida was a crucial figure in the post-structuralist transformation, but
he was not alene: Gilles Deteuze'’s Nietzschie ef da philosaphis had appeared
as earlv as 1962; Foucault's even more epoch-marking Folle ¢t déraison a
vexr earlier still. in the mid- ¢o late-sixties, and after the 1966 confer-
ence in Maryland, the movement massively extended and consolidated
the ferritory it had apparenily conquered: Foucault's Les Mots ef Jes
Choses appeared in 1966, Lacan’s Ecrits in the same year, and Derrida’s
s irakilis came in 1967, with De k1 Grammatologie, Ecriture et ta
différanzce, and La Voix et fu plignsinéne. Over the years immediately foi-
fowing, Foucault and Derrida produced further major works, as did
Julia Kristeva, Luce lrigaray, and Héiene Cixous, Finally, Jean-Frangois
Lyetard’s La Cendifion postmederne, published in 1979, gave Lhe whote
group a veritable kick into cyber-space.

Natuzaily there were delays in the spread of this revelution in the
English-speaking workd, indicated as eflen as not by the gaps interven-
ing between the appearance of lhese beoks in their original language
and in English translation. Folie f déraison was published in 1961, trans-
fated in 1967; Les Mots of fes Choses waited from 1966 to 1970; Ecrits
from 1%66 to 1977; De it Grasmalelogie [tom 1967 to 1976. (Deleuze’s
beok on Nietzsche had Lo wait until 1983.} There was s perceplible time-
fag, therefore; and it is probably true lo say that it was not ungl the
mid-seventies that the movement really began {o come into its own in
the English-speaking fiterary and phitosophical worlds, lo generate its
English-speaking disciples, and to atiract heavyweight English-speaking
criticz) netice. Nor of course was it the case that Derrida single-handediy
produced the Yale Schoof of deconstruction simply by working there:
individuals connected with Yale University such as Paul de Man and
Geoffrey Hartman had been thinking along similar Jines before his
arrival, though clearly his presence served as an irreplaceable catalyst,

For various reassmis the rale and extent of the uptake of this new
thinking was markedly different in Britain and America. lany more
Conlinental thinkers and academics went to America after the Second
Worid War Lthan went to Britain. {No one cemparing England in 1946
with California at the same time would be swprised by that.} Those
thinkers #nd academics, naturally enough, fostered and sustained links
with colleagues in Europe who were then invited to the States for longer
or shorler periods of time. Cullural conditiens in America generally,
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bart especially in American academic and intellectual fite, alse strongly
encouraged this deveiopmenlt. Some of the {ostering conditions were
very broad indeed: they can perhaps best be indicated by the fact that
the representative literary inteliectual of nineteenth-century- Britain
was Matthew Arnoid, whereas his American counterparl, one swould
have to say; was Raiph Waldo Emerson. The British, in other wozds, had
a long tradition of empiricism; the Americans of idealism. Other condi-
tions were more specific and historically quantifiable, however: the
German university system, for example, had had a preponderant influ-
ence on the Amerian one in the period of revolution and enlargement
in the vears foliowing the Civil War.

In any event and for whatever reason the intellectual aimosphere in
the twao countries - of two centres of influence - has been very different,
though a common fanguage and a close social and potitical refation-
ship perhaps combines to obscure the fact, i we take an intelfectual
discipline as far removed from literary criticism as possisle, while still
being one of the humanities — Anthropology, say - there were grest
ditferences of intellectual approach separating British saciai anthrope-
logists inspired originaliy by Malinowski (himself an expatriate Pole)
and their American coumterparts inspired originally by Boas {himself
an expatriaze German). [n psychoanatysis, there are similar differences
betwveen the Object Eelations school associated sith Melanie Klein and
the ego-psychology practised by Hartmann, Lrickson, and others. In
literary--critical lerms there grew up in America a wissenschaf@iclie inter-
estin interpretation ~ increasingly embodied in the New Criticism as it
evolved in the years leading up to the Second World War. In 8ritain this
subject has never been se eagerly pursued.

For these reasons {and theze are of course many others} the aew depar-
tures in. Continental thought, and especially Francophone thowght, had
a deeper, broader, and mose rapid impact in America than in Britain.
Bl then, as has happened before in the history of American universi-
ties - we might think of Irving Babbitt and the neo-humanism he
saught to deploy against the Germanic professionatization of univer-
sity {ife mentioned above - a sudden change of emphasis made iisell
fefl. The energy of the post-structuralist, deconstructionist movement
began noticeabiy to run down, whercas the energy buiiding up within
its opponents suddenly flared into activity. Without doubt a decisive
event here was the revelation in 1987 of Paul de Man's warlime activi-
ties on behall of, or at the very least his intelfectual collusion with, the
pro-Nazi Beigian government. To the de Man scandal many other
meoral and ethicat doubts about certaia post-structusalists’ personat and
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professional lives attached themselves, however loosely and in how-
vver anecdotal or gessipy a fashion: Lacan’s professional idiosyncrasies;
Foucault’s Maoism and his apparent support for Pol Pot; even Aithusser’s
having murdered his wife; and so on. But there were other concems at
issue, too, regarding the very basis of the post-structurzlist, deconstruc-
tionist, post-modernist projecl, In particular exception was taken to its
suppressing, ignoring. or debunking of the ethical dimension of human
tife ~ which then came back, after the de Man revelations, to haunl the
project with a vengeance. Deconstruction was now seen to be insuili-
clently politicsl, in the affirmative or practical sense, and also insutli-
ciently focused on history.

In short, as some critics began 1o suggest. America had performed her
old trick of seducing the Luropean; and the Nesy Crilicism, by dragging
the newcomers back into the constraints of “close reading’, had trans-
formed deconstruction &t least as much as it had itself been trans-
formed. The response of the deconstructionist movement to these
accusations — basicalty to assert that, contrary to appearances, it was
iare ethical, more political. and mere historical than anybody or any-
thing else - only seemed to undeszline its desperation. And soon the
inevitable happened: books appeared (by writers generatly sympathetic
o deconsiructien | hasten Lo add} with titles iike iz the Wake of Theary
(Pauf Bové, 1992}, Bownd Deconstriction (Howard Felperin, 1983), The
Wake of Drcenstruction {Barbara Johnsen, 1994), After Dermida {Nick
Royle, 1995, etc. Then even Lhey dried up.,

What emerged in the wake of deconstruction - that is to say, the
most radical wing #f the posi-structurafist movement ~ had been
predicted bv one of its American eider statesmen, . Hitlis Miller, in a
I'residential Address (the very notion is inconceivable in Britain!) given
to the Medern Language Association of America in 1986, the year before
the de Man catastrophe. Miller couid see the writing on the wall, and
whal the moving finger spelled sul was that the highly relined, liter-
ary-phitosophical episteme ol Berrida and Yale was inexorably giving
way to the socio-historical ene of Foucault and California. The repre-
sentative figures and tutetary spinits of American lierary study were no
fonger Miiler himself, Geoffrey Hartman, or Barbara Johnson, but
Stephen Greenblatt and Edward Said. “As everyone knows’, Miller said,

fiterary study in the past few years has undergone a sudden. almost
universal turn away from thesry in the sense of an orientation toward
fariguage as such and has made a corresponding turs toward history,
culture, society, politics, institutions, class and gender conditions,
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the social context, the material base in the sense of institutionatiza-
tion, coaditions of production, technology, distribution, and con-
sumption of ‘cultural products,” among other products. This trend is
so abvious everywhere as hardly to need descziption. How many sym-
posia, conferenices, scholarly convention sessisrs, courses, books, and
new journals recenitly have had the word history, golitics, socivly, or
culfnre in their titles??

The velvet revolution described by Hillis Mitler in 1986 has gone on
unabated to this day; and what is more to the point pechaps is that this
time the Britisk have not fagged behind. If the Americans in the mid-
eighties suddenly discoversd {in Hiklis Mitler's words) ‘the impatience
to get on with il. that is, not to get lost in the indefinite delays of
methodalogical debates bul to make the sludy ol literature connf in
our society” {my italics), the British had possessed just such a tradition
of thought ever since the [ifties. 1t may have be:n unglamorous
and negiecled by comparisen with Sartre, Paris, and ‘68, bul writers
like Raymond Williams, Richard Hoggast, and Stuart Hail had been
stzadify plugging away, finding zid and succour in historians fike
E.P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, and Christopher Hill, and ultimately
establishing zn institutional home for their own preoccupations in the
Centee for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham.

Even here, though, there are important differences between Britain
and America, which principalfy have Lheir efigin in the two countries’
wholly different leftist traditions. New Historicism, for all the worthy
aims Hillis Miller ascribed to it in 1986, seems almost irretrievably aca-
demic by comparison with Hoggart’s surveys of working-class fiteracy.
it is hard to see how a displaced bonnet once belonging te Cardinal
Wolsey — the subject of an essay of Stephen Greenblatt's in feamibig o
Cusse — is likely to make the study of literature count in our soviety.
That much said, it &s also true that the British socialist tradition has in
receni vears itsell lost much of its ewn fln and while there is Cultural
Stuclies in Britain {and Australiaj there are also plenty of writers - and a
research industry more generatly speaking - virtuaily indistéinguishabie
from American New Historicism.

For the first time, then, a degree of consensus has arisen, right across
the English-speaking academic liferary worid. The preoccupatiens which
Hitlis Miller antivipated have indeed come to dominate the field.
H is nol that theory has died; far from # - Miller’s presidential address
was calied “The Triumph of Theory” after all. But it has been shoul-
dered aside by a cuckoe in the nest. Deconstruction goes on; radical
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post-struciuralism and psychoanalysis goes on: but the overwheiming
bulk of literary work in the contemporary English-speaking university
is oriented as Miller suggested, Around the amorphous body of his-
toricism — which may not even call itself either historicism or culturat
studies - hang ali the other critical subcuitures hoping, in some way or
another, ‘'te make the study of Klerature count in our society’: post-
cofonialism, gender studies, feminism, Marxism, ‘queer §it.', and so on.

All tais in fact marks the triumph of theory, When Hilils Miller lists
the things newly on offer in 1986 - 'history, culture, sociely, poiitics,
institutions, class and gender conditions. the secial context, the mater-
ial base in the sense of instilutionatization. conditions of preduction,
technology, distsibution, and consumption of “cultural products”’ -
we Know that it was the French who put them there, or put them there
in that fashion. Fhe great ziggurat of structuzaiist and post-structuralist
thought, howewver - lrom Lévis-Strauss, Barthes, and Althusser, te
Foucault, Lacan, and Derrida - has become not much meore than a kind
of scaffolding, ready to be kicked away., An interest in steuctures has
given way to an inlerest in institafions, and the transitien has thus been
effected to the guasi-pluralist consensus we have today - namely, that
Hterature is itseff no more than one instilution among many others
and, like afl other institutions, it is ullimately shaped as a cuflural pred-
uct by the socio-political and ideological lezces to which il is subjected.

The existence of the consensus § have just tried to describe is nowhere
miade more clear than in its hestifity to one infellectua! tzadition
in particular. The various organs of an institutional persuasion may
argue with each other, may compare and contrast their ‘approaches’ or
‘perspectives’ — the pienitude of their own, the limitations of others -
but to one member of the family they never accord even this degree of
civility. The house of theorv has many mansions, with room for atl
the languages of criticism and the sciences of man: but no room can
be made in it for the reprobate to which the derogatory term ‘liberal
humanism’ has been assigned. He is the Joseph, stripped of his coat and
thrown down the weil.

These dre the creumstances in wiich the presenl work seeks Lo esiab-
fish its place. The decent and praiseworthy institutionalist objective
of making the study of literature count aimost invariably involves mak-
ing it count i a particidar way {in a gueer way, in a feminist way, in
o post-colonialist way, in a fiberal Marxist-cum-leftis¢ ‘commitied” sort
of a way}, and therein lies the rub. Even in halling the new consensus
in 1986 Hillis Miller was careful to place a thorn within the bou-
quet he was holding out to it. ‘1 have great sympathy for this shift,”
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he said: ‘but not when it takes the [orm ol an exhifarating experience
of liberation from the obligation te read, carefully, patientiy, with
nothing tzken for granted beforehand.” In other words, the compul-
sion o make fiterature count in one pasticular way can have the elfect
of reducing its ability to count at all.*

This bsok is swrilten in the belief that literalure has a lile ol its own,
buil one which is not in opposition to ali other forms ol tife. On the
contrary, the life that fiterature evinces comes from its ever-shilting
modes of dealing with and tzansforming whatever lies outside it. Every
individual work of literature seeks to address us in ils own manner and
for its own ends, ol thal we may be sure: with the arlist breathing dewn
both its neck and joften enoughy our cwn, But there need be nothing
zither naive or ideologicalty cotlusive in insisting. in response, on those
features of ihe work which institutionalism cannot assimilate and
digest, ind which for want of better wozds we had better call its imagi-
native, formal, and moral elements. That is what this book wants te
argue, at least: that the institutionatist consensus is inadequate and 1hat
something like the position outfined in the pages that foliow is neces-
sary, not to vaneuish the moedem consensus in one more bout of the
theary wars, but to supplement it. But § should say here immediately
that this study will not directly confront the great shilt of literary—
critical interest and locus described by Hillis Milker, Institutionalism
has a fony ffe and takes many forms, &nd the intention here, for the
most part at least, is to consider its more sophisticated and intetlectu-
ally ambilious variants in cerlain intelfectual disciplines aside from
criticism itsedf. ‘The point of departure is Hillis Mitler's recognilion of
how things stand in the study of English just recently and just now; but
the intention of the study is something broader than polemic alone.

The €irst chapter of this study clears some room for the concept of
zutonomy advanced and illustrated in the book as a whole. In particu-
far, it considers the view of titerature advanced by those [ have begun 1o
characterize as 'institutionalists”: those who see literature as the more
or fess passive recipient of institutional infiuence. { mean by this influ-
ences derived most obviously from social institutions such as the
media or the state; but i afso use the lerm in a broader sense 1o reler to
the historical context of a work, for example, or the individual writer's
psychological disposition and settled phitosophical preconceptions.)
Jacques Derrida an# Pierre Macherey are discussed in this connection.
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Al the same lime the chapler {oliows the institutionatists in general
and DBerrida in parlicular in rejecling lhe nolien that literature possesses
‘ideatity’. some kind of essential phifosophical, literary, or aesthelic gual-
ity which is ils permanent guardizn and guarantor. Thus the first chap-
ter and the study as a whole defend a notion of autonomy similar 1o
that which can be pul forward with respect to human individuals: that
a persen is autonomous to the degree that what he or she thinks and
does cannot be explained withoul seference to his or her own aclivity
of mind.

This idea of filerary activity - analogous but not identical to human
mentzl activity - is distinguished from both mere chance and the myth
of inspiration, and is seen instead in terms of diatogue and dialectic.
There is the dialegue belween the literary text and what lies oulside it
on the one hand. and there is the dialogue the lext establishes with ils
author and its readers about itself: a dialogue in which somelimes the
text and sometimes the author appears Lo have the upper hand. Finally,
therefore (and 1o ‘even the scores’ if you fike), the chapter commests
on the theory of literary activity advanced by T.S. Elol in “lzadition
and the Individual Tatent’. If one of the effecis of Derrida’s thought has
been for critics lo overemphasize Lhe weakness of the lilerary text in
the face of the contaminatory, institutional infiuences which surround
i, Lhen Eliot tends Lo overemphasize its strength, vis-i-vis the virtually
passive author, Somewhere between these two positions, lhis study
argues, the truth aboul literature’s aulonomy lies.

There then follow three chapters which are in varying degress both
‘theoretical” {forensic and ‘negative’) and ‘practical’ {(descriptive, and
‘positive’} in orientation. In each case the institutional claims made on
fiterature by some practitioners within a particular inteliectual discipline
are analysed. Philosophy is tie subject of Chapler 2, Psychoanalysts of
Chapler 3, and Hislory - or al least historical and narratologicat theories
ol literature — is the subject of Chapter 4. Such praclitioners need not
necessarily be institutionatists by conyiction; but as often as not they are,

These Lhree chaptess are largely self-explanatory, but two important
ssues about their manger of proceeding shouid be raised in advance,
First, The New Historicist critics and historical narralologists discussed
in Chapier 4 are a [airy representative group. Similarly, Chapter 3 dis-
cusses Sigmund Freud as well as some imporlant figures in the Object
Relations schoot of psvchoanzlysis: so this chapter, oo, covers some
highly representative psychoanalytical writers. (The greal exception
here, needless to say, is the contribution of facques Lacan, which can-
ntot be discussed in detail for lack of space.) Bul Chapter 2 reaily does
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limit itself to a small - though al presentl highly significant - area
af Philosophy’s dealings with literature: a group ol North American
Aristolelians with avowed literary istesests. None of these chapless is
intended to be a complele discussion of criticism’s instilitional negoti-
alions with Lhe fields concerned — even i such a discussion could ever
be achieved - but only a fair and reasonable piclure of significanlt
aspects of them.

The sccond issue is this: each of these chapters, as I have said, tends
to adopt a forensic and on occasion a frankly polemical aititude, Buf as
i say repeatedly in what fotlows, the intention is by no means Lo forbid
philosophers, psychoanalysts, and history theorists {from reading liteza-
ture, or lo cullivate a ‘hands-cil literature” attilude, or to use some
notional authority vested in the liferary critic to banish illegal immi-
grants. | end up disagrecing with all my invited guests: but I do not dis-
agree endirdy with any of them, and credit is given wholehearledty
where it is due. “Those who wish 1o turn the page on philosophy’,
Derrida has suggested (see p. 243, lootnote 49), ‘only end up deing
philosophy badiyv.” | do not think literary criticism need or should be
nearly so sanctimonious. absut iHs nature and activities. The sludy
acknawiedges the vital and irreplaceable contributions made to literary
sludy — again and again, and for alt time — by ‘outsiders’. There are
occasions when § think Freud, or Richasd Raorty, or Havden White are
plain wrong; bul overzlf and in the end Lhe differences are mostly ones
of emphusis (however crucial emphasis can bel: cases where, in my
view, partiat accounts of fiteralure are presenled as complete anes, or
certain factors - hislorical or psycheological causation, for example — are
dogmatically and reductively presented as being of primary importance,

So much for the thesretical, forensic, and negative side of these three
ceniral chapters, In each case, however, as and when space and oppor-
tunily permit, the pendulum swings to other but intimately refated
concerns, or the argument sees the same concerns from other points of
viesy. First and [oremost, negative or polemical theorelicz] discussion
in almaost every case is accompanicd by the introduction and further-
ing of a pusitive theory of lileraiure, and this is where my debl to the
suthorities | have ¢riticized becomes particulacly clear: for | could not
have gone on lo improve {if [ may say sol Richard Rorty’s or Martha
Nussbaum's or Sigmund Freud’s or Stephen Greenblali's accounts of Lit-
erature if those accounts had not been available in the first place. So il
is that the theoretical problems | see in other wrilers encourage me
gradually and intermittently 1o spell out a positive theory of literature of
my ewn: Lthat literature is more moralty problematic and unprediclable
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than the American Aristotelians aliow, [er exampte; or that the artist’s
praclice in at once exercising and foregeing creative centre! ever the
wark is a more impostant critical principle than wish-fultiiment and the
return of the represscd dwelt upon by Freud and others; or that the dis-
tinction between histery and literature on the greunds ef truth is in
certain key respecis unreliable {for they are evidently both true, only in
different ways); and so on.

On each occasion, moreover, the atlempl is made ~ again, subject to
space and opportunity — to see lhe issues raised from literature’s peint
of view, as it were. The three centraf chapters contain a variety of liter-
ary examples - albeit mostly, necessarily, briel ones. Sometimes | use
these in order to make a forensic er polemical point, to be sure; but |
also use my literary examples to further positive discussion. Thus Laifta,
Middlemarch, Wuthering Heighis, Henry james, and Daniel Defoe come
to my aid in Chapter 2; Dickens, Jane Ausien, and Charlotée Bronté -
bul above sl Jeseph Conrad and william Wordsworth - are volun-
teered in Chapler 3: snd Emily Dickinsen, Ring Lear. and Narthanger
Abfiey perfarm similar services in Chapter 4. The reader will recognize
these discussions as being broadly ‘traditional’, in fterary—criticat terms:
tending unguestionably, in some respects at feast, towards the moral,
the fenmalist, and the liberal-humazne end of the speclrum.

But - as | began to suggest at the end »f the firsl section of this
Intraduclion - the study is also quite cieariy net altogether happy with
that particuiar concatenation of altitudes, leng-lived as it certainly has
heen in the English critical tradition, The litersture I have waorked with
enceurages me to reconsider moralism, formalism, and fiberal human-
tsm {zbove all and in particular often guite radically. In fact it demands
that 1do so. [t may well be, for example, ¢hat the critical writers exam-
tned in the theoreticat discussions would not in fact disagree with the
practicai analyses presented zlongside them. But that is not as impoz-
fant as it seunds: the important issue is that my inteation is to present
textual analyses which my chosen theereticizns could not themselves
have provided, their foci of interest being what they are. The aim in
this respect is lwofold: to suggest in praciical terms Lhe many lorms lit-
erature’s sulonsmy <zn lake; and te justify a mode of criticism that
responds accardingly.

‘There remain four issues thal are central to the case [ seek o present,
but which do not {it aeastly into the chapters outlined zbeve. In order
fo engage Lhe reader and 1o sutline these issues directy and economi-
cably, | have written of them in an adversariat mode as ‘Four Objections”:
but the chapler makes it quite clear that there is no attempt on my part
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to forestalt or disarm every criticism which such a study will attract,
The four objections raised are those which, being answered, might
most successfufly advance the argument as a whole. The aim is to draw
tegether the various strands of the book and attempt to provide a mose
comprehensive account of the relations between reader. writer and the
world at lasge than those described and criticized in previous pages.



