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Preface 

IN MAY 1991, I DELIVERED A SET OF THREE LECTURES AT THE 

Institute of American Culture (later renamed the Institute of 
European and American Studies) of the Academia Sinica, Taipei, 
Republic of China, Taiwan. I later converted my informal pre­
sentations into essay form for publication as a book by the insti­
tute for distribution in Taiwan. It bore the title The Ideological 
Imperative: Repression and Resistance in Recent American The­
ory (1993). 

The invitation I originally received from the institute had 
asked me to speak on the rise of theory to institutional status in 
the United States, as well as the current state of that theory. Be­
cause so much of my career was dedicated to institutionalizing 
theory in the university, I had to acknowledge that my role in 
stimulating its rise made me an obvious candidate to undertake 
this report. In my lectures I tried to respond to what the invita­
tion specified, tailoring my remarks to an audience from a dis­
tant culture, though one that had access to Western publications 
and was well informed. 

My subsequent decision, made with the aid of good advice 
from the Johns Hopkins University Press and its editor-in-chief, 
Eric Halpern, to adapt these lectures into a book for a Western 
audience has led to significant transformations in the materials 
and the argument. I have thoroughly rewritten and expanded 
the three major chapters, inverting the order of two of them for 
the sake of what I now see as a developing, unified presentation; 
and I have added an epilogue, what I call a hortatory conclusion, 
to complete my summary of the paths that have led to the current 
state of theory as an institution, balancing our gains and losses 
in its attaining that state, and casting a wistful - I do not quite 
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dare say hopeful-glance toward its future, while conceding the 
threats presently being leveled at theory's very authority to 
function. 

Although I have made many changes and additions in bring­
ing this volume across the Pacific, I have tried to preserve what I 
saw in Taipei as the general, that is, nontechnical, nature of its 
appeal. I must confess to enjoying the opportunity to indulge 
myself in these observations and their accompanying pronounce­
ments about these past four decades, during which I have been 
an active participant in the growth of theory into a formidable 
institution, even perhaps in its decline during what may well be 
these post-theoretical days. In the past decade we have witnessed 
the polarization of almost all discourse concerning the humani­
ties, as even moderate statements have been charged with being 
representatives of one extreme or the other. Despite this ris�, I 
decided to add another more moderate voice, my own, in hopes 
of attracting a balanced, good-will response-one that would 
encourage the expansion of our range of texts and our ways of 
treating them, such as we have seen during the past two decades, 
while still recognizing and responding to the special powers of 
the literary text to help keep us and our culture -or should I not 
today say our cultures?-open to such an expansion of vision. 

So I have tried to maintain the character of this treatise as a 
brief and direct statement, without burdening that statement 
with more than a few references to authors and works. There are 
of course many, probably too many, critical and theoretical 
movements that I have had to discuss or mention in passing. In 
order to distinguish their programs clearly for the reader as the­
oretical movements that have been accorded special names, I 
have consistently marked them by introducing each of their titles 
with a capital letter, even though in most instances doing so runs 
counter to the usual practice. 

I have used rather interchangeably the terms or phrases liter­

ature, poetic fiction, fictional text, and literary text to signify 
what, following Aristotle, the history of literary criticism has 
termed poetry-of course, without restricting it to works writ­
ten in verse. Indeed, I do not mean the .reference of these terms 
to be restricted to any officially designated genres. Rather, I mean 
by them any text to which a reader attributes a fictional func-
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tion, which a reader "intends" as a fiction in Aristotle's sense. 
This definition, generated out of reader reception, will include 
ostensibly nonfictional texts, as well as those that more obvi­

ously belong in it-although any of them may be read with or 
without being taken as "poetry." 

I again thank the director and the staff of the Institute for 
European and American Studies in Taipei-especially Dr. Shan 
Te-hsing-as well as the receptive audiences they provided, for 
creating the occasion that sponsored the original lectures and 
encouraged their further development. And, as always, I am 
deeply grateful to my wife, Joan, who is my toughest and best 
audience. 
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r Institutionalizing Theory 
From Literary Criticism to Literary Theory 

to Critical Theory 

IN EXAMINING THE PROCESS OF CREATING ACADEMIC INSTITU­

tions, I will be dealing with the relations between theoretical con­
cepts and the development of operational university structures. 
More bluntly, I will be exploring the intellectual accompani­
ments to, and the intellectual consequences of, academic poli­
tics. There is a politics at work, for better or for worse, in the 
creation of institutions within the university; and the career of 
important ideas is to a great extent dependent upon what the 
institutional forces will permit. We have therefore in recent years 
been witnessing in the United States an intense struggle among 

a great variety of ideas to get footholds in those academic estab­
lishments that might permit them, first, to exist at all, even in a 
minor way, and, as a next step, to foster institutional structures 
that would be expected to encourage them to flourish. This con­
tinuing struggle creates an unusual situation in the history of the 
academy in the United States, and I intend to pursue it in these 
chapters. 

W hen I delivered the original version of these observations 
at the Institute of American Culture of the Academia Sinica in 
Taipei, I could not help remarking that my host institute was a 
general-by which I meant a multidisciplinary-organization. 1 

Such an interdisciplinary notion, still seen as somewhat revo­
lutionary, would frighten, and has seriously begun to frighten, 
those deeply entrenched elements that still are the principal 
shapers of the humanistic institutions within the academy in the 
United States. 

That academy continues to trace its roots to the nineteenth­
century German model for organizing university structures, 
based on careful distinctions among the disciplines. Still recog-
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nizable in this conservative model is the conception of the so­
called liberal arts inspired by Wilhelm von Humboldt, Prussian 
education minister and disciple of Immanuel Kant, who is to 
some degree the source of what we think of as the modern uni­
versity, with its carefully demarcated divisions within the human 
sciences. In academic administrations and among many faculty 
in the United States, one can even now observe a steadfast at­
tempt to hold onto the distinctness of the agreed-upon disci­
plines without seriously questioning their authority. 

For example, one longstanding effort to loosen that rigidity 
was the development, some decades back, of what then were 
new interdisciplinary programs of comparative literature, which, 
after overcoming many attempts to discredit them, were finally 
admitted into the federation of disciplines we call the human­
ities. But this newly accredited hybrid, comparative literature, 
was, after all, only limitedly interdisciplinary, restricted as it was 
to literature, and to a few Western literatures at that. So, however 
hard comparative literature had to fight to gain general accep­
tance, it scarcely represented a radical concession to interdisci­
plinarity, at least as we look back upon it from our present insti­
tutional climate. 

This traditional academic need for disciplinary security has 
not wanted its exclusionary definitions to be questioned, but 
assumes each of the disciplines has its own boundaries, which 
have been imposed upon them as if they were essential distinc­
tions created by "nature" instead of by a limited philosophic line 
generated from the Aristotelian to the nineteenth-century Ger­
man academy. Recent theoretical perspectives have reminded us 
that, as the development of too many societies has demon­
strated, firm distinctions that have been confidently proclaimed 
as "natural" are later revealed as tremulous indeed, as no more 
than the projections of a very uncertain but power-driven set of 
human institutions that insist upon a certainty produced by eth­
nic and gendered and sociopolitical precommitments. 

I want here to trace some of the history leading to the ten­
sions within the American academy that I have begun to de­
scribe. Looked at from afar, some very strange things seem to 
have been going on recently: in some quarters a radical threaten­
ing of boundaries that seemed so solidly established, and in 
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others a resistance, just as radical, against such threats. Institu­

tional conflicts like these confuse us in other ways, too, as we 
seek to determine what they mean for the future of humanities 
and how they affect the recent ascendancy of theory as a shaping 
force within that future. 

These recent developments may be viewed as having prom­
ising consequences for interdisciplinary and intercultural stud­
ies and thus for a newly broadened view of the humanities; yet 
they may also be viewed as having potentially destructive conse­
quences for what we used to think of as the humanistic dimen­
sion of those same humanities. Further, these developments may 
be seen as resulting from the total triumph of the newest ver­
sions of literary and critical theory, while at the same time­
and this, too, seems contradictory-they may also be seen as 
producing an end to theory, at least to theory as we have known 
it. This strange state of affairs, this set of recently visible contra­
dictions, is not easy to straighten out, though I intend here to 
do what I can. 

In the United States today it is difficult to recall that, not so 
many years ago-as late as just after World War II-in our uni­
versities neither literary theory nor even literary criticism was 
permitted to have a recognized role within either the literature 
or the broader humanities curriculum. For a variety of reasons, 
what was then called literary history-by which was meant the 
study of different historical periods and their total formative 
power to shape, first, literary "movements" and from them the 
interpretation of individual texts-was looked upon as the sole 
guardian over the discipline of literary study in any of the major 
Western literatures. I say it is hard to believe because today, 
within literature and the humanities, theory-as distinguished 
from, if not opposed to, history-has become not only an insti­
tution but also a potentially dominant institution, one that now 
threatens to reshape all the disciplines and indeed the very nature 
of what we think of the humanities themselves, though at the 
cost of, or perhaps with the express purpose of, driving litera­
ture itself (as we have known it) out of business. Strangely, this 
dominant role of theory persists even as theory itself has of late 
become threatened by the resurrection of history as a controlling 
force. 
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As one who some time back played a role in the systematic 
invasion of literature departments by theoretical concerns, I con­
cede that I have a personal as well as a professional stake in this 

turnaround. More than once, people have approached me in re­
cent years and said, in effect, "Look what you started! How do 
you like your monsters now?" And there are moments when I 
confess to feeling a bit like the sorcerer in The Sorcerer's Appren­
tice, who, as all the brooms come marching, no longer under any 
control and in numbers that can no longer be counted, wonders 
about what he has set in motion and what, consequently, has 
happened to the house that they were created in order to main­
tain. Yes, I concede that I was holding onto a fealty to the struc­
ture itself, though I wanted it to be commodious enough to 
contain elements that would subvert-though not quite decon­
struct-it. This concession (or confession), I am aware, makes 
me an instrument of the power structure, which might well be 
using my aberrations to strengthen itself even as it admits and, 
indeed, encourages this liberality. 

In the 1950s, when the New Criticism had not only invaded 
but begun to take over literature departments in the United 
States, universities had to come to terms with the general ac­
knowledgment that we had entered what was called an "age of 
criticism." That phrase -and the word criticism here meant 

only literary criticism-was frequently used to describe what 
had taken place, just as today it is widely suggested that this is 
an age that is ending, or, more likely, that has already ended. 

For many years-indeed, since at least the mid-nineteenth 
century-many of those speaking for American literature had 
been working to establish its own special character and its inde­
pendence from the dominant literature in England or on the Con­
tinent. They wanted American literature to be viewed as nour­
ished by its own specially American social roots in its own special 
ground. This desire was related to the myth about which much 
has been written -and which I will address at greater length in 
the next chapter-the myth of America as the New Jerusalem, 
the home of a collective American Adam, citizen of a new para­
dise, in its newness and innocence disconnected from the fallen 
Old World. What the dream of such a society required was the 



Institutionalizing Theory 5 

creation of an indigenous literature that would be true to this 
unique national destiny. 

This kind of thinking was not altogether unlike some of 
what we hear today from those speaking on behalf of minority 
and Third World literatures. In the nineteenth-century United 
States it often led to a criticism that sought to separate what was 
happening, or should happen, in American literature from what­
ever had happened anywhere else. There was, then, to be no con­
cern shown for the literary forms, conventions, or sources that 
had been controlling forces in the long existing tradition of liter­
ature in English that in imperialistic fashion would contaminate 
the literature of the New World. Rather, free of such hangovers, 
there was to be a continuing attempt to encourage and value only 
a literature that was responsive to the unique soil of this new, 
unique civilization. Such a mission meant a commitment to a 
sociohistorical criticism, which would treat literature as that 
which directly reflected the special properties of American life. 
The last thing it needed or wanted was any sort of aesthetic in­
terest, and thus any sort of aesthetic criticism that suggested the 
refinements of another tradition, whether British or European. 
So, naturally, the emphasis was seen to fall on sociohistorical 
and cultural studies, concentrating on the environment as that 
which produced the character of the authors who produced the 
literary works. 

This exclusive emphasis on historical context pretty well pre­
cluded an interest in any theory to guide the reading and inter­
pretation of texts as specially literary, and hence aesthetic, "ob­
jects." Consequently most practitioners of what we now think 
of as the Old Historicism not only ignored theoretical concerns 
but also were irritated at any attempt to introduce them, little 
suspecting their own dependence on unquestioned assumptions 
that, grouped together, might properly be thought of as consti­
tuting their theory. And all I mean by "theory" here is the system­
atic rationalization of a set of guiding assumptions about the 
text and its relations to its author, its audience, and its culture at 
large. 

As I insist in the next chapter, this was not the only kind of 
thinking, or criticism, that we find in the United States of the 
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nineteenth or the earlier twentieth centuries. The aesthetic con­
cerns of British and European traditions since the late eighteenth 
century also play a major role in the United States, but in the 
universities, at least through World War II, the historical concern 
with the social context of literature becomes an increasingly 
dominant force at the expense of the aesthetic. Ironically, this 
very tendency was only reinforced by its appeal to the tight phil­
ological disciplines disseminated by the German academic tradi­
tion as it applied "the higher criticism" to literary study. In this 
way European styles were indeed being invoked, though only 
because they could validate the native desire to permit Ameri­
cans to argue for that kind of study which could reveal the spe­
cial organic growth that their soil could alone cultivate. And the 
study of other literatures than their own was to be similarly dom­
inated by concerns with biographical and more broadly histori­
cal contexts. 

This situation in American departments of literature, in 
which the study of the special properties of the literary art as art, 
as literature, was de-emphasized, is what young scholars came 
upon when they returned from the war. Out of their frustration, 
their reaction against the lack of interest in the literary values of 
literature and, hence, in what later was referred to as "close read­
ing, " arose the rebellion that found its voice in an extra-academic 
movement, developing since the thirties, that came to be called 
the New Criticism and that, after the war, invaded and took over 
the teaching of literature in the universities. The focus now 
shifted to the literary art as consisting of a special collection of 
privileged pieces of discourse: all that had been bypassed, or 
even rejected, in the study of the peculiarly American character 
of American literature was now to be reasserted. It is well recog­
nized that the New Criticism undermined the historical empha­
sis and instead sought to find formal and, more precisely, struc­
tural principles that could account for the special character of 
any literary work. Of course, this procedure would hardly single 
out American literature, but would treat any American text as 
just another contribution to a cosmopolitan Western tradition, 
subject to transcultural principles of analysis. The very source of 
this criticism came out of Europe: out of Russian and Czech For­
malism and, earlier, out of the German organicism and the Eng-
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lish romanticism that, in the United States, we have come to asso­

ciate with the name of Coleridge. 
The literary was to be a privileged mode of discourse calling 

for specially devised analytic techniques usable for no other kind 
of discourse. So the literary text was not to be studied for its rela­
tions to its origins. The politics of criticism had now turned from 
the attempt to relate the author to a rootedness in a personal and 
cultural environment or to any of the historical facts of the text's 

genesis, in order to concentrate on the formal internal interrela­
tions that could account for the power of a literary work, as lit­
erary, to affect its audience. This way of reading the text could, 

in addition, help establish the claim for a theoretical structure of 
universal reading principles that might be then applied to other 

similar texts, thereby leading to a general theory of how to read 
all such texts. 

Literary criticism was moving toward literary theory. It was 
moving from the study of a text to be read to a text that should 
be read closely and analytically to reveal its underlying structure 

and then, beyond, to reveal the relations between that structure 
and others in order for us to generate a theory of literary texts 
that could account for their literariness, that which makes them 
different from other, presumably nonliterary texts, with that dif­
ference to be pressed as strongly as possible. So criticism was to 

move from the single casual reading of any individual text to a 
criticism of that reading- that is, to the creation of a privileged 
or model reading, rationalized by a systematic notion of how 

such readings should be done - and from there to a formulation 
of that system; the formulation, in other words, of a literary the­

ory that could account for such readings and in turn for texts 
being read in this manner. 

In trying to describe the spirit of such criticism, at one time 
I described this tradition in literary theory as "words about 
words about words": theoretical words that were to account for 
the words of the critic that were to account for the words of the 
literary text itself. 2 The procedure moved from a given text to 
any random reading of it, to an authorized reading of it that was 
called criticism, and to the authorization for such readings that 
was called theory. It all used to seem quite simple and inevitable. 
This cultivation of a special aesthetic domain isolated literary 
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texts from all other sorts of written texts, isolated literary study 
from the study performed by other reading disciplines, and thus 

isolated departments of literature from all the other departments 

within that collection of disciplines we call the humanities. Yet 

literature was also licensed to play a unique social role by being 

granted a special power, a way of functioning and of meaning 

unavailable to other kinds of texts, which enabled it in its own 

way to open a culture for its readers. 

This was the beginning of literary theory as a professed aca­

demic discipline. That is, the New Critics wanted to read in a cer­

tain way, wanted to make texts valuable in a certain way, and in 

the course of doing so discovered that they were reading one text 

after another in certain authorized ways and that those ways were 

easily generalized into what passed for a literary theory. But the­

ory as it was practiced by the New Critics had not yet been insti­

tutionalized; that is, theory was still not studied for its own sake. 

Theory, for the New Criticism, was at the service of the literary 
text; it existed only for the text. It was valued to the extent that it 

aided in the systematic exploration of that text, both in itself and 

in relation to its fellow texts. There was at that time a general 

agreement among the New Critics against treating literary theory 

as what T. S. Eliot called "an autotelic discipline," which func­

tioned in order to serve only itself. On the contrary, it was in­

sisted, the purpose of theory was not to be found within itself; 

instead, it was to serve criticism as criticism was to serve the 

canon of literary texts, and this service, presumably, was the jus­
tification for the interpretation of poetry as an academic activity. 

So theory was looked upon as exclusively directed toward 

practice, toward the literary text-or, more candidly, toward a 

specified way of reading the literary text. There was to be no the­
ory without immediate practical application, the practice of crit­

icism. Theory required practical application; it was to function 
as an aid to systematically responsible reading. At the same time 
it must be conceded that the New Criticism justified what it was 

doing as having the large, democratic objective of improving the 

close-reading capacity, the critical-reading capacity, of an entire 
culture. You were to go to the university, learn the basic analytic 

methods, and proceed to read the great literary works of your cul­

ture in order to be a trained reading citizen, a citizen-reader. The 
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justification of literary study and the reading discipline that 
defined it did not go beyond that social objective. 

All theory, then, proceeded from a naively empirical assump­
tion. The text was seen as an objective stimulus, loaded with 
structures waiting to be perceived and interpreted as such. That 
interpretation of the present text was similar in kind to others, 
and together they would constitute a system, a theory that would 
guide future readings. So one builds up from the particular to the 
universal, from the individual reading of a single text to the crit­
icism that produces a rationalized or principled reading of that 
text-how we ought to read it to yield the best interpretive re­
sults-to a general theory that enunciates those principles so that 
we may go on to read other texts that have not yet been read for 
us this way. Theory was thus conceived as the systematic ration­
alization of the general presuppositions that underlie the reading 
of texts as literary texts. Theory begins and ends with those texts 
in their literary function and lives only for them. 

Literary theory, thus defined and used, reinforces discipli­
nary distinctions and reinforces existing institutions without in 
any way moving toward creating a new institution for itself. It is 
not permitted to be freestanding, at least not in the late fifties 
and early sixties. Nevertheless, it would seem to be inevitable 
that, once this attitude toward literary texts flourished, the "age 
of criticism," as it was called, would gradually be transformed, 
even if against its will, into the "age of theory." That is where we 
have been for some time now, although that is not where critics 
writing in defense of theory thirty to forty years ago intended us 
to be. The impulse to theory, to generalization, and to the group­
ing of our experiences together in accordance with certain ra­
tional principles seems-from the commonsensical, empiricist 
perspective-to be an inevitable impulse. But once that theoriz­
ing impulse is let loose, it will, even if gradually, move toward 
shaking free of its dependence on experience in order to set up 
shop on its own. 

This movement to set up theory as an independent discipline 
had its beginnings in the United States in the late 1960s, with the 
help, it must be conceded, of influences blowing across the Atlan­
tic Ocean from France, first from what was called structuralism 
and later from poststructuralism. This is when theory could be 
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seen as breaking loose and developing itself as an independent 
discipline-although, presumably, its function had previously 
been to act only with respect to individual texts and to be jus­
tified only to the extent that it could help, through the criticism 
it authorized, to illuminate them. 

Once freed from that dependence on the readings of literary 

texts, theory quickly and easily-at times far too easily-moved 
into interdisciplinary mixtures within the humanities and, more 
recently, even into the social sciences. Surely without meaning to 
do so, the New Criticism had opened the door to the indepen­
dent theorist, a theorist free of texts. Of course, to the extent that 
it could be persuaded to admit theory at all-if only to justify its 
own practices--the New Criticism was thinking exclusively of 
literary theory, little believing that, once admitted, theory would 
have its own imperialistic impetus and would spread beyond the 
literary, indeed would subsume the literary. Once the New Crit­
icism had sought to justify its interpretive practices, to generalize 
those practices by enunciating a theory that called for them, that 
theory was then out there in all its vulnerability, exposed to 
the epistemological and semiotic critique that overtook it and 
encouraged other and opposed theories to be promulgated. As 
fashions changed, those challenging theories eventually won the 
competition and in consequence broke through the isolation 
that the New Criticism had imposed on literary texts and on lit­
erature departments alike. 

During the years in which the dominance of the New Crit­
icism went largely unchallenged, much internal pressure had 
been building in reaction against the continual emphasis on the 
closedness of the individual precious, incomparable literary work 
that in its self-sufficiency too often seemed to speak to nothing 
but itself. With the rejection of the New Criticism, newer theo­
ries forced literary texts to be opened up to the interests of dis­
course at large, in all its disciplinary variety, at once humanistic 
and social-scientific. From that time many older as well as newly 
developed disciplines have been rushing into the mix, leaving 
us today with a confused arena of struggle among more wide­
ranging humanistic and social theories, but all of them display­
ing a radically interdisciplinary emphasis, which has completely 
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reversed the direction in which literary studies had been going 
and the way in which they would relate to the pursuit of what 
came to be called the "human sciences," a phrase that neatly 
joined the humanities and the social sciences. 

The use of the phrase "human sciences" also indicated a shift 
in the domain of theory that turned out to be a major expansion 
of it. In assuming that theory, to the extent that it was permitted 
at all, was restricted to the domain of the literary, the New Crit­
ics could even authorize the phrase "critical theory" without con­
ceding that they were moving beyond literature. For their willing­
ness to countenance a "theory of literature" or "literary theory," 
which authorized them to read as they wished, could even be 
extended to a "theory of criticism" or "critical theory," which 
was used to validate the superiority of their theory over the 
others that had preceded theirs over the centuries. 3 They could 
not have expected that this latter phrase , with a different ideolog­
ical history sponsored by its earlier use by the Frankfurt School, 
would serve the movement that would obliterate the "literary" in 
the interest of the an enlarged notion of the "critical." 

For those later theorists who took up the Frankfurt School 
notion of the "critical" in "critical theory," the move beyond the 
New Criticism into the human sciences was accompanied by 
one principal motive from the time that their notion of theory 
was out there creating its own arena of debate. Once within that 
arena, it was inevitable that these newer theories-or newer ver­
sions of older theories-would seek to create their own institu­
tionalized projections within the university; and that is what we 
have seen happening. Their one principal motive was the desire 
to tear away the privileged-indeed, the sacred-character of 
the literary, to "demystify" it (to use a favorite word), in order 
to argue, instead, for the primary force of the politically and his­
torically contingent in both writer and reader. 

There had indeed been something absolute and thus immuta­
ble in the assumed "objectivity" of the literary text as the New 
Critics instructed their students to read it, with its structures pre­
sumably out there waiting to be discovered. They thought it ab­
solute in its power to override all contingencies: its meanings 
were universally present for any reader informed enough and 
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astute enough to uncover them, in accordance with the stern 
commitment to the "disinterestedness" required by the post­
Kantian aesthetic. 

The reaction against such a conception by successors to the 
New Critics championed the return of the historically contin­
gent and, consequently, the return of an interest in the social, 
economic, and political structures of value preferences that, at 
any moment iin culture, condition how language works, how in­
stitutions work, how ideas are being developed and changed. All 
these create the text as a moving, changing entity, to be read 
differently at different times, to be conceived as having different 
meanings for the author as well as the reader from moment to 
moment. This is indeed the return of the text to the domain of 
contingency that controls all human activities alike. For well over 
a decade now critics have been concerned, not about the discov­
ery of literary value, but rather about the socialized process of 
evaluation -the pressures to which it is responsive -in our differ­
ent societies at different historical moments. 

Consequently, we now must confront the argument that 
everything that earlier critics had claimed to find in texts, ac­
cording to what their theories permitted them to interpret, they, 
like all readers, had themselves put into those texts. That argu­
ment runs counter to my earlier description of the empirical 
order, that naive empirical sequence: the reading of the text, 
then criticism as the model or privileged way of reading the 
text, and finally theory as that structure of principles which 
would allow the authorization of such readings, moving from 
the particular to the universal. All those so-called objective 
claims that our infant theorizing had, in uncritical self-confi­
dence, sought to justify were now to be deconstructed along 
with that theorizing itself, with the effect that the empirical 
order had to be inverted: the first shall be last. We were made 
aware of both critical and theoretical circularity in our argu­
ments: the extent to which all the answers proposed by us as lit­
erary interpreters were predisposed by the way we framed our 
questions, which were largely determined by who and what and 
when we are, and, consequently, by what we, in advance, want 
and expect our answers to be. This predisposing is what I was 
assuming when I spoke of the inversion of the empirical se-
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quence, because the so-called conclusion determines what we 
are looking for. 

It is in this sense that what would-be empiricist criticism saw 
as the first now is seen as the last: the reading of the work is de­
termined by the criticism, which is determined by the theory, 
rather than the other way around. And theory is itself deter­
mined by sociopolitical ideology. Thus, questions that turn out 
to be highly ideological will reveal in advance what, as interpret­
ers, we have been seeking to find; and- lo and behold!-there it 
is, as we end up finding what we have been searching for; and we 
invariably do. We always manage to do so in how we read what 
we read. So our discourse is largely about itself; there may be no 
greater narcissism than in the delusion that we are seeking dis­
interestedly to learn about the discourse of another, only to learn 
that we have discovered the object that our own interests have 
led us to project. 

In these newer theorists there is an acknowledgment, usually 
more elated than grudging, I fear, that there are no texts out 
there that are, properly speaking, primary texts, literary texts; 
no points of origin, when all texts, the poem and the commen­
tary upon the poem, so-called literary and nonliterary texts 
alike, are similarly intertwined in the web of intertextuality, all 
controlled by the contingencies of the reader's preoccupations, 
primarily ideological, even if subliminally so. Consequently, if I 
may repeat the by now common argument, we do not first, as in­
nocent readers, experience a text and then move to the interpre­
tation of it and further to the general theory behind that reading, 
but instead we come loaded in advance with conscious or uncon­
scious notions of what we are looking for, and then we manage 
to "discover" it. 

Those notions serve as our theories, whether incipient or 
fully formulated, and are from the first in control of what we see 
and how we see it. The so-called empirical sequence that was to 
govern our perception -from text to a reading of the text to crit­
icism of the reading to the theory behind the criticism of the read­
ing of the text-that empirical sequence is now seen as a de­
ception, produced by the need to gratify the controlling ideas in 
us that sponsor what we may think we are perceiving freely. Any 
theoretical structure comes to be exposed for what it is: a ration-
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alization of our preferred way of seeing and judging, preferred 
for various reasons that have been impressed upon us by any one 
of the outside pressures that have shaped our seeing. Viewed this 
way, the entire aesthetic enterprise that was expressed by a text­
centered approach like that of the New Criticism came to be re­
duced to nothing more than the prejudice of a leisure class, which 
would use this self-interested isolation of art to serve its own 
gendered, Eurocentric purposes. 

In the universal skepticism for which such theorists argue, 
historical contingency is allowed to produce a theory that would 
undermine all theorizing except, of course, its own, because it 
would reduce all theories to their sociopolitical genesis spon­
sored by the dominant language of their culture, which governs 
them by means of its prior, subliminal, historically conditioned 
commitments. This is the primary thrust of various versions of 
New Historicist theory-whether in its Foucauldian, Marxist, 
Feminist, or minoritist forms-that have come along and com­
pleted the unseating of the New Criticism. 4 It is this radical his­
toricist transformation that throws theory into business for it­
self, because it is the one theoretical thrust that would preclude 
all competition. Yet, by its very dedication to historical contin­
gency, in the end it must argue against the need to theorize at all. 

According to this recent thinking, several emphases, either 
singly or in combination, are required of us as interpreters if we 
are to understand the texts thrown up by the discourses of any 
culture: first, the primary role of the historically contingent, and 
second, the constant formative pressures of political power as 
expressive of class or ethnic or gender power-the power that 
would authorize the language generated by those whose interests 
we represent, in contrast to the language of those they would 
repress. These pressures shape the discourses of criticism and so­
called literature alike. To these may be added the impositions of 
the psychoanalytical, of desire as socialized in discourse, which 
creates its own projections onto the language that both makes 
and controls culture. All these work to replace interpretation 
with a "hermeneutic of suspicion." Because no text is to be seen 
as innocent in its claim to mean what it says, one should read it 
only to search for clues to its subtextual agenda emanating from 
what Fredric Jameson has termed "the political unconscious. "5 
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Consequently, this theory announces the end of any claim to 
value that is independent of party interest. We must remember 
that the establishment of value was a major element, if not the 
principal objective, of the New Critical reading. It was the inten­
tion of the New Critics to establish literary value, to establish a 
canon of literary works that were especially blessed with value­
that embodied value-thanks to the verbal manipulations of 
their author. That is the quest for value that is now at an end; our 
most influential theorists now urge us, instead, to look into the 
sociological, psychological, and political processes that prompt 
the strange action we undertake when we evaluate. We are to 
study how and why we evaluate, rather than to determine what 
is worth valuing, what actually contains value, because evalua­
tion merely reflects an imperialistic attempt to impose one's own 
prejudices upon others by claiming that the parochial values one 
supposedly discovers are universal, and universally available. 

The circularity of the literary criticism and literary theory of 
high modernism, together with what is today charged with be­
ing its hidden political agenda, was thus unmasked. We came to 
realize that the confidence in the practice of previous literary crit­
icism was, in circular fashion, backed by a theory that was devel­
oped solely in order to justify that criticism in its commitment to 
unlock for any reader the secrets of our most "valuable" literary 
texts (that is, those most responsive to, and hence "worthy" of, 
that criticism). This theory of literature, or literary theory, had 
easily slid into a theory of criticism, or what it called critical 
theory, to justify a dominant place for itself in the history of 
criticism and its theory. But it now was confronted, demystified, 
and overcome by a forcefully "critical theory" new style, which 
could override -by denying the force of-all Ii terary criticism 
and the idea of the literary itself, which is to say, all literary 
theory. 

Once the self-justifying notion of "critical theory" put forth 
by defenders of the New Criticism was replaced by a use of the 
phrase that had deconstructive force, it could not help reflecting 
also the earlier use of that phrase by the Frankfurt School to 
reflect the primacy of that school's political commitments. Look­
ing well beyond the literary to all texts as similarly expressive of 
the sociopolitical (even if surreptitiously and thus subtextually 
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so), and thus denying any distinction among kinds of texts that 
would privilege the literary, this postmodern theory was indeed 
critical of the claims for the transhistorical, uncontingent char­
acter of the theoretical impulse itself. In this sense, once it had 
done its work (in the interest of a single theoretical deconstruc­
tion of all other theoretical claims), this recent approach to 
critical theory, in being critical of theory, turned against the the­
oretical enterprise itself as necessarily metaphysical or, worse, 
essentialist in its appeal to transhistorical and uncontingent uni­
versals. Of course, it was implicitly excluding itself from these 
charges by denying any similar appeal to a grounding of its own 
claims. But this theory could proceed from such an exemption 
only while being insufficiently self-critical. Somewhere within its 
own principles of procedure and critique, but actively promulgat­
ing them, was a historically shaped political agenda serving as a 
universalizing subtext smuggled into the writings it controlled. 

What motivates this radical shift to a theory that has been 
putting theory into a more and more powerful institutional place 
within American universities-even though, strangely, it hap­
pens to be a theory that denies both theory and the theoretical 
enterprise -is the larger movement in the humanities that has 
generically come to be called "antifoundationalism." This move­
ment is perceived by our departments of philosophy, which seek 
to conserve the grounds of their traditional mission, as a threat 
from which they are in flight. 

What is the foundation that this movement would question 
or, more devastatingly, deconstruct? What must be deconstructed, 
according to the early argument of Jacques Derrida, who is cred­
ited with being the father of Deconstruction, is the very foun­
dation of Western philosophy: the logocentric assumption that 
behind our words and controlling their meanings are the inde­
pendently existing concepts of "real" entities that those words 
seek to point us toward. This "reality" is the foundation, the 
ground, of our discourse. The foundationalism that authorizes 
our philosophical tradition springs from this uncritical logocen­
trism, this commitment to a "reality" that presumably precedes 
and directs discourse, a "reality" that constitutes a neutral realm 
of references, which transcends discourse and helps us judge any 
claim to "truth" that a piece of discourse might make. This neu-
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tral "reality" is to serve as arbiter in resolving competing claims 
about it made by competing discourses, each expressive of a par­
tial and hence distorted perception. It is this set of epistemolog­
ical assumptions that Deconstruction seeks to invalidate. To 
deconstruct that too easily assumed connection between the 
word and its stable referent is to pull down the foundation of 
Western philosophy. 

This foundationalism, built into our philosophy since Plato, 
found in Immanuel Kant's monumental philosophical construct 
a fulfillment that could contain the modernism that followed. 
The post-Kantian construct rests on numerous assumptions, 
some of which I have anticipated: that there can be a "disinter­
ested" pursuit of "truth" (if I may still use "disinterested," a 
word that is altogether rejected, and even resented, these days); 
that such a pursuit is very difficult, but theoretically possible, not 
to be ruled out in advance; that there is a neutral something out 
there, whether in the world or in the text- out there before any 
of us perceives it, something uncontingent-about which any 
dispute is at least potentially resolvable; in sum, that there is this 
foundation, this ground or origin, an ultimate point of reference 
behind each of our differing perceptions and our differing, or 
even our opposed, claims about it. Somehow, when all of our 
partial perceptions are subtracted from it, there is still some kind 
of "it" left, about which we can argue, which therefore consti­
tutes a ground for debate. All these assumptions make up the 
meta-assumption of foundationalism, what many of the philos­
ophies in the history of the Western world, philosophies long in 
disagreement with one another about most things, still would 
agree upon as the basis or ground-the stalwart foundation­
for their debate. How can there still be a humanities or a notion 
of theory on the new grounds, or rather on the new groundless­
ness, of the antifoundationalism I have been tracing? 

This radical epistemological skepticism (I hesitate to say 
"nihilism, "  as others too easily do) becomes dominant just at the 
time that theory is being institutionalized, largely because the 
antifoundationalist victory helps clear the way for that institu­
tionalization. The way for theory has been cleared because texts 
themselves have been put "under erasure" (as it is said these 
days) by theory-even theory masquerading as history. There 
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is, then, little to compete with theory, except perhaps history, 
which has been swallowed by theory. Or is it rather that theory 
is now being swallowed by history? If it is the latter, what is being 
promulgated is an antitheory theory. In the name of historical 
contingency, it rejects any theory that asks us to read and stay 
with the text instead of diving at once through it into a histori­
cally determined subtext. It rejects any theory that asks us to 
examine the validity of its statements as if they mean what they 

say within a system of meaning that stems out of the relation­
ships of its parts to one another. We are rather to account for the­
ory totally as an effect of historically contingent causes and the 
language constituted by them. 

In view of the postmodern removal of the agency of the per­

sonal subject, it could be argued that there is no danger that this 

procedure can lead to the reduction that we used to call the "gen­
etic fallacy" (literary critics, following W. K. Wimsatt and Mon­

roe Beardsley, called it the "intentional fallacy"): those charged 
with it had presumably been guilty of reducing arguments to the 
motives apparent in the author's biography as a point of origin. 
This so-called fallacy was rejected long ago by the New Critics, 
but only in order to allow for the examination of verbal struc­
tures as if they were worthy of systematic analysis on their own. 

But, in flight from origins and trapped in the network of lan­

guage, historicist theorists today, instead of treating individual 
author-subjects, treat "discourse formations" within language­
these being driven by history's sociopolitical "realities" -as de­
termining the subtext whose rhetorical power uses the text to 
sway the reader. I will consider in Chapter 2 whether one sort of 
genetic reduction has not been substituted for another. 

To reject a priori the long-established methods of analyz­
ing systematically what texts apparently (that is, as they come 
through surface analysis) intend to mean, as recent socio-his­
torical-political commentators do, is to reject theory and the dis­
ciplined institutions that theory could traditionally authorize. 
As we have long known them, theories, as systems, have been the 
foundation of institutions; indeed, they themselves have become 
institutions. The antifoundational assault on theoretical con­
structs must be seen as an assault on institutions, although in the 
present case, however paradoxically, it is being conducted in 
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order to replace one institution with another, an anti-institu­
tional institution. Thus, strangely, the institutionalization of 
theory in the United States is most fully achieved when theory, 
except for its socio-historical-political reduction, is being de­
prived of its theoretical power. 

What remains, a commitment to cultural theory (perhaps 
most forcefully represented in the movement called Cultural Ma­
terialism), seems hugely imperialistic in the hegemony it would 
extend to all the texts in a wide array of discourses-from tradi­
tional humanistic disciplines such as literature, philosophy, and 
history, to the law and a number of the newly softened social 
sciences, to the great variety of media we associate with popular 
culture and practices-all now run together under its aegis. This 
assault on academic structures of long and previously unques­
tioned standing would merge them into the single set of theoret­
ical categories that would replace institutionally imposed dis­
ciplinary distinctions and dissolve their varied methods into a 
single set of reductive procedures. 

Of course, there is no argument here that would claim a sub­

stantive unity among these disciplines; instead, the argument 
rests on a claim for the primacy of the principle of difference, 

which displays itself in the crucial verbal differences among 
classes, genders, ethnicities, sexual orientations. There appears 
to be an obvious contradiction in this attempt to elevate a single 
principle into an absolute, as if it were an essential methodolog­
ical and substantive truth, even if-or especially if-it is a single 
principle intended to sponsor only endless differentiation. What 
we have, then, in this ultimate institutionalization of theory in 
the academy is a globalizing monolith of a theory, which gains 
ascendancy over the disciplines that it would transform in order 
to dissolve, in the process rejecting any less globalizing theories, 
which, locked within what had been firmly established discipli­
nary boundaries, had to be more modest in their claims. 

Theory becomes institutionalized, then, at the expense of lit­
erature as an institution, at the expense of the literary as a priv­
ileged category, or indeed as any sort of a separate category to be 
distinguished from undifferentiated textuality. Early in my narra­
tive I spoke of the conception of the literary text as a special kind 
of verbal structure, to be read closely for the intricacy of its inter-
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nal relations that allowed it to become a mode of representation 
unlike that of any other kind of verbal structure-mainly be­
cause the literary text was not intent on doing anything but creat­
ing a self-involved fiction. But now we have seen that entire in­
stitution of literature dissolved and the literary text adrift with 
all others in a sea of textuality, or, to change to a currently more 
acceptable metaphor, interwoven with all other sorts of texts in 
the seamless web of textuality. A governing monolithic theory 
places these many varieties under the control of the sole agency 
of a sociopolitical subtext through which history's language 
speaks, usually repressively. 

This egalitarian reduction of texts has stimulated-and has 
been used to justify-the recent mushrooming of humanities cen­
ters and institutes in our universities. Because this universal de­
construction has dissolved the boundaries among all the kinds 
of discourse and all the disciplines of the university, suddenly 
these radically interdisciplinary centers can begin to flourish. 
Such centers were a new sort of entity that seemed an appro­
priate companion to this recent foray into a theoretically inevita­
ble multidisciplinarity-or, to put it more strongly, a theoreti­
cally inevitable move beyond disciplinarity altogether. Speaking 
as one who has created a major, well-funded institute and has 
helped to found an international consortium of such institutes, 
I can say with assurance that, as they address their ever-enlarging 
combinations of subjects, most of these are indeed institutes 
guided by theory, or even more by a theory, for the most part 
socially and politically defined. 

Recently, when Ralph Cohen, the editor of New Literary His­

tory and founder of the Commonwealth Center for Literary and 
Cultural Change at the University of Virginia, and I, founder of 
the University of California Humanities Research Institute, were 
planning what we thought would be a small conference of the 
few people who were creating or had created humanities centers 
or institutes in universities around the country and abroad, we 
discovered that such centers had been cropping up everywhere. 
Indeed, we assembled what is probably a partial list of about one 
hundred fifty of them. Some were officially supported by their 
universities and thus were institutionalized, and some were self­
selected groups of scholars of many disciplines who had gotten 
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together on their own. Almost without exception, they were 
intended to function as anti-institutional growths within the 
academic establishment, collectives composed of individuals 
who, impatient with the inadequacy of what they felt to be the 
current state of the disciplines, were engaging in experimental 
intellectual collaboration in order to sew the varied discourses 
together. 

Most such humanities centers have institutional ambitions. 
Even if they started as groups of intellectually disaffected individ­
uals meeting informally, and even in a way subversively, their 
hope was to reach a size and quality that could allow them an 
intervention in the organization of their university in order, at 
the expense of the still reigning disciplines, to make it reflect their 
own theoretically sanctioned mission. Their pressure often led 
their administrations to give them the support that could lead 
toward institutional status. As they developed they served as 
what I have referred to elsewhere as "hidden universities." These 
were ad hoc enterprises of mutual instruction: beneath the recog­
nized institutional structures and sanctions, without catalogue 
or curricula, faculty from widely disparate disciplines came to­
gether to educate one another and to subject themselves and their 
disciplines to the wider theoretical perspective that allowed them 
to become interwoven and thus to move beyond disciplinarity 
and its restraints. What was to emerge, first for the self-pro­
claimed center and then for the university structure it was to 
sponsor, was a reorganization of the way in which language and 
culture were to be studied and talked about. Some of this reor­
ganization has occurred or is occurring in many institutions, 
with only a few that are total holdouts. 

That much of this activity results from a healthy rethinking 
of unexamined or insufficiently examined academic dogmas is 
unquestionably true. The broadening of awareness in the human 
sciences and the loosening both of textual canons within disci­
plines and of disciplinary boundaries are producing new and sal­
utary features in our universities, long in need of putting into 
question what had been held as sacred and thus as beyond ques­
tion. They have also moved both philosophy and the social sci­
ences as academic disciplines toward a new humanization, as 
well as bridging the often deep chasms that had developed be-
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tween them and what we usually think of as the humanities. 
It is also too frequently true that this new institutionalization 

of anti-institutional theory-as history tells us is so often the 

case - threatens to lead to new institutions as repressive in their 
own way as those they have sought to replace. Indeed, the rhe­
toric of these recent claimants speaks again and again of "the 
return of the repressed" or, worse yet, "the revenge of the re­

pressed." Surely the latter only ensures a continuation of the 

sequence of repressions, and of the struggle for power that con­
fers the power to repress with every momentary victory. Further 

and yet worse, this unfortunate sequence is pronounced inescap­
able, because everything rests on the theoretical insistence that 
there can be no outside appeal to any authority except that con­

ferred by the force that comes with institutional power. Such are 
the consequences of pronouncing the total bankruptcy of any 
judgment that one claims is "disinterested," that is, not defined 

by an interest. 
These consequences of antifoundationalism are indeed at a 

great distance from the high hopes of the modernist's claim for 

letters and for "high culture" ( currently rejected as "elitist cul­
ture"). The modernist defenses of literature, and of art in gen­
eral, we must remember, had insisted on privileging the arts 
because of their special powers, supposedly found within their 
complex structures, to contribute to our understanding of our 
human predicament as social creatures. Literary texts had thus 
been conceived as making their special contribution, beyond the 
power of other texts, because they could act as correctives to the 
monolithic, exclusionary directions that other texts, including 
theoretical ones, followed. As I argue in Chapter 3 ,  they were to 
function as a culture's discursive resistance to the repressions of 
ideology. 

Such a continuing oscillation of theoretical and ideological 
extremes as my narrative in this chapter has sought to recount 
seems to cry out for the hope of the balance of a tertium quid, 
some attempt at good will that, despite our limitations as "inter­
ested" creatures, would seek what Lionel Trilling had called a 
"liberal imagination." Whatever its weaknesses, the early com­
mitment to theoretical enquiry, now almost half a century ago, 
had seemed dedicated to just such a liberality of imagination. 
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The sort of art and literature that had been highly valued showed 
itself-for the sake of broader human awareness -always sensi­
tive to hearing the voice of the "other" as qualifying, if not under­
mining, what would otherwise have seemed to be the dominant 
voice of the text as an ideological instrument. And criticism and 
theory in those days tried to follow in the wake of such art and lit­
erature with a similar balance and sensitivity. Indeed, it was the 
restoration of this balance, producing a sensitivity to the value of 
the "other," that had been urged as a principal objective of the 
humanistic (hardly a popular term these days) as an enemy both 
to the repressive and to the repressive enemy of the repressive. 

What was being urged was a renewed championing of the 
counterideological character of literature and, beyond literature, 
of literary criticism and a protective literary theory-in contrast 
to the recent transformation of literary theory into a more gen­
eral critical theory. This interest in the counterideological, which 
has its own lengthy theoretical history, is the subject of Chapter 3. 



2 Two Faces of an Old Argument 

Historicism versus Formalism in 

American Criticism 

Now THAT I HAVE TRACKED THE CAREER OF OUR THEORY AS 

it has gradually become institutionalized, and before focusing 
upon our current debates, I want to trace, within the history of 

American cullture, the roots of the opposition that have shaped, 
and still shape, the issues that characterize those debates. 

I use as my chapter title "Two Faces of an Old Argument" to 
suggest certain parallels between the older debate that cast what 
we now may call the Old Historicism against the New Criticism, 
and the more recent and greatly transformed version of that 
debate, which is quite strenuously current today in the United 
States, that casts the New Historicism against Deconstruction. 
At least I find certain important parallels, if not outright similar­
ities, in the argumentative issues at stake in these debates despite 

the major differences that must be acknowledged in the two sets 
of antagonists. Of course, it is just as important to point out 

these differences. A comparative examination of the two faces of 
what I am calling an old argument should uncover, and perhaps 
even clarify, a network of recurrent and illuminating problems in 
theoretical disputation. 

In what sense is the new version of the argument ( if, as I say, 
they are at root one argument) different from the old? Or do we 
have little more than a repetition of the same argument in a new 
and currently fashionable language? Are the antagonists in each 
of the two opposed pairs within the debates -New Criticism / 
Old Historicism, Deconstruction / New Historicism- more an­

tagonistic to one another or more antagonistic to the analogue 
that they are replacing as we move from one version of the argu­
ment to the next? In other words, how shall we relate the debate 
between Deconstruction and the New Historicism to the debate 
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between Deconstruction and the New Criticism? Or, from the 
other side, is the major debate between the New Historicism and 
Deconstruction or between the New Historicism and the Old 
Historicism? 

So there are several possible conflicts moving in these criss­
crossing directions, all of them somehow to be implied by my 
title. It is an old argument, and it has had several different faces, 
two of them in the past half-century; and the extent to which we 
should be concerned with the difference in the faces or  with the 
similarity within the argument is something I am at pains to 
determine. 

Let me concede at once that my title is misleading: the argu­
ment is much older and wears many more faces than that title 
suggests , although I claim that the "two faces" are descended 
from that old argument as recent reflections of it, the first in the 
forties and fifties and the second in the seventies and eighties. 
But the shape of the argument goes back well before the New 
Criticism and its argument with the Old Historicism. It is, in­
deed, an archetypal argument within the entire history of Amer­
ican literature and culture as it is reflected in American criticism 
almost from the beginning. Throughout the nineteenth century 
there is a profound conflict about the basic idea of what an Amer­
ican culture ought to be, a conflict in curious ways foreshadow­
ing the debates that are filling our discourse today. Indeed , we 
can go back even further and into a number of other cultural tra­
ditions to find similar debates in Western culture well before 
there was an American literature or an American criticism. 

We can note, some time before the advent of an ''American" 
culture, a somewhat similar conflict in the English literary tradi­
tion throughout the eighteenth century. It is not unlikely that 
this persistent conflict was transported to the United States to 
influence what happened here in the nineteenth century. I am 
speaking of what has been referred to as the conflict between 
Tory criticism and Whig criticism. It is immediately evident that 
these designations, being more political than literary, encourage 
our impression that the literary debate had its political source in 
the opposition between conservatives and liberals. We find a re­
flection of this conservative-liberal opposition in literary criti­
cism in England, beginning with the late seventeenth century 
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and running through much of the eighteenth, in the much dis­
cussed "battle of the books," otherwise known as the battle be­
tween the ancients and the moderns, the battle waged about 
both poetry (including prose fiction) and criticism. 

Tory poets and critics (most often the same persons), tended 
to insist upon current literature as no more than a modern adap­
tation, a responsible reflection, of longstanding literary tradi­
tions, or at least conventions, that could be traced back to can­
onical classical authors. It was understood that the ancients were 
there to be copied and that the moderns, instead of arrogating to 
themselves very much freedom to invent, were to emulate what 
had already been well established from the classics onward in the 
history of their literary tradition. 

On the other side of the debate, the more liberal Whig tra­
dition encouraged the freedom of poetic invention by a poet 
licensed to look with his or her own eyes, unadulterated by a clas­
sical scholar's bookishness. It was the individualistic answer of 
a literary Protestantism to the universalistic strictures of a liter­
ary Catholicism. Whiggish "dissidence" sponsored a private, self­
authorized vision that, unencumbered by previously authorized 
ways of seeing and speaking, could yield an "enthusiasm" that 
was as much a literary virtue for the critic as it was a religious 
one for the Protestant cleric who passionately espoused it 
throughout this period. In search of this subjective enthusiasm, 
the poet was to settle upon being nothing less than an "original." 
The notion of the original genius, projecting only his or her own 
vision, as a representative of a singular moment in time and 
space, arose to challenge the pallid work of the mere imitator. 

Indeed, many aspects of the Tory-Whig opposition-in the 
politics of religion and the politics of the state, as well as the 
politics of literary criticism -were reflected in the battle of the 
books. Behind that opposition and affecting every manifestation 
of it were two opposed myths, which projected different narra­
tives of human history from the beginning. The first of these is 
the myth of a prelapsarian golden age, followed by the decline of 
human society. The original canonical poets, Homer and his 
equally classical follower Virgil, were the golden poets, and be­
cause, from that time the world, guided by the spirit of entropy, 
has pretty well run downhill, we would do best to follow them 
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rather than to trust to ourselves. This myth of cultural history is 
obviously related to its religious companion, the myth of the Fall 
of Man, which calls for traditional churchly guidance much as 
the modern poet requires classical guidance. The role of this 
thinking as support for a conservative theory of literature should 
be evident enough. 

If in their fallen days eighteenth-century writers could only 
hope, however futilely, to emulate the golden age, they might 
well call the English neoclassical age the Augustan age, with 
King George II as the worshipped parody of the imperial great­
ness of the original Augustus, and with Alexander Pope, reborn 
imperial poet, writing "imitations" of Horace and both transla­
tions and parodies of Virgil. The severe differences in the times, 
the societies, and the cultures between the two Augustan ages, 
the classical and the neoclassical, might mildly modify, but were 
not to obliterate, the severe authority of the sublime first over the 
inferior second. Here indeed was the conservative claim for an 
atemporal universality of form and value. 

The second and opposed myth was the myth of progress, 
whose narrative of human history took as inevitably upward a 
direction as the first took a downward. Born out of the rational­
ist dreams of the Royal Society, nurse to an emerging scientific 
utopia, the idea of progress justified hopes for a world that 
would continually improve because it would be guided by the 
moderns of any period, who had the benefit of knowing more 
than those who had gone before. So, in contrast to the down­
ward movement from an original golden perfection, culture is to 
move from ignorance toward the perfection that its ever-increas­
ing knowledge will make possible. Similarly, the modern writer, 
with superior knowledge, would surely go beyond all those who, 
in greater ignorance, came before. Clearly, then, the modern 
must not be constrained by any of those earlier writings that an 
educated superiority is committed to surpass. Each generation 
must write a new literature for itself, a literature responsive to the 
peculiar needs that give rise to it. 

A consequence of this second view was to encourage a liter­
ature that, far from being universal, above history and the chang­
ing contexts that history provides, was primarily attentive to the 
special character of the cultural moment in history that sur-
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rounds and sustains the writer. This freeing of the poet from 
what seemed like artificial classical attachments is what, more 
than a century earlier, Edmund Spenser's poet-speaker called for 
in The Shepherd's Calendar (1579). At the outset of his career, 
though he is writing in an apparently classical form, the pas­
toral, with the many necessary classical borrowings that come 
with it, and though he even refers to the poet-shepherd's model 
poet by using the Latin version of his name, Spenser is neverthe­
less fighting for his special native voice in defiance of the obvious 
classical models. 

To turn his pastoral into a poem that speaks the plain lan­
guage of the people instead of the elegance of classical learning, 
Spenser's poet turns against the very classical poet who is his 
source for the pastoral. Speaking for "the new poet" (Spenser), 
the apologetic author of the poem's extended dedicatory preface, 
"E. K.," announces Spenser's explicit rejection of "the Roman 
Tityrus Virgil" in favor of the more recent English "Tityrus," 
Chaucer, the "'good old poet," whom "the new poet" treats as the 
great originator of the English poetic tradition, together with the 
language necessary to it. Treating "the new poet" as an experi­
mental poet trying to create a vernacular, E. K. justifies Spenser's 
turning from "the sound of those ancient poets" to "old and obso­
lete words [as] are most used of country folk. " Their "rough 
sound would make his rhymes more ragged and rustical" and 
thus are "fittest for such rustical rudeness of shepherds. " 

Spenser's poet-speaker himself tells us (in the June eclogue) 
that he does not "presume to Parnasse hill , "  but instead is "piping 
low in shade of lowly grove," using a "homely shepherd's quill." 
Claiming fidelity to Tityrus (the English Tityrus, Chaucer, rather 
than the Roman Tityrus, Virgil) as the only "god of shepherds," 
he acknowledges that it is most appropriate for him to sing in 
"rhymes" both "rough and rudely dressed. "  The Shepherd's Cal­
endar is in many places a dark pastoral, with Spenser's peasant­
shepherds often undergoing bitterly realistic suffering from their 
labors in the raw northern climate, indeed at a great distance from 
their southern, sunny, mythic forebears in Theocritus. Further, 
several of the eclogues in The Shepherd's Calendar are written in 
what Spenser conceives as the crude native English verse forms 
and archaic diction of the Middle Ages, in contrast to the clas-
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sical regularity that comes to England through Italian poetic 
conventions. 

Indeed, a general study of late sixteenth-century English po­
etry reveals the conflict between the conventional allegiance to, 
and borrowings from, the Italianate version of the classical tra­
dition and the attempt to create a homely but energetic, purely 
English poetry springing out of native soil. This conflict was 
part of the wider struggle, manifested in activities as distant from 
each other as fashion and religious politics, concerning Eng­
land's insular role in the wider world of the Renaissance, the lat­
ter represented by the despised Italianate Englishman in fashion 
and art, and in religion by the Roman Catholic church as op­
posed to the recently founded Church of England. All are mani­
festations of a national culture, which sees itself as young and 
vigorous, and which seeks to find its own literary voice in its lan­
guage, without adapting it to the preestablished harmonies of 
older and elegant, but wearied, voices of the past and of those 
effete cultures bound to the past. 

Spenser's quarrel with the universal, classically justified lan­
guage of the dominant Renaissance style in order to create a 
native literary language, and thus a truly native literature, is an 
echo of Dante's quarrel, several centuries earlier, with the insis­
tence that his epic, as an imitation of the classical epic, should be 
written in Latin rather than in the modern language of his own 
national culture. Dante justified the force of his native Italian as 
the language of the Commedia in his treatise that argued for his 
use of the "vulgar" rather than the classical tongue, making the 
claim for a "vulgar eloquence." He was creating the model for a 
new national literature as well as for a literature that has moved 
beyond the break between the medieval and modern worlds. 
This cultivation of the "vulgar" became the precedent for those 
several later moments, like Spenser's, in which poets seek to 
represent changes inevitably wrought by history's movements 
through the evolution of cultures and the creation of new ones. 

It was precisely this attempt to create a radically new culture 
that inspired the defenders of a uniquely American literature, 
one that, in its self-assertion, was to be cut off from its mother 
country and from Europe in general. As I have suggested with 
my examples from Dante and Spenser, any new literature, repre-
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senting a culture that is striving to create its own identity, seeks 

to create a literature in its own language as a way of opening its 

culture to a new vision, in the process freeing itself from the con­

trols and limitations of the old language of its ancestors. No­

where was this effort stronger than with those dedicated to a 
literature for the New World, indeed the New Jerusalem, that 

they saw in the United States. In Chapter r I referred to the 

Edenic myth -proposing an ''American Adam" -that sponsored 

the dream of a uniquely American literature that was to be as 

severed from the English and broader European establishment 
as was the nation itself, conceived on a new ground as a new 

chance for humankind, as if free from the Fall, to start again. 
Those holding this progressive dream were deeply disturbed 

by the extent to which the Old World was keeping its hands on 

that new literature, stifling it, preventing it from speaking in its 

own special, prelapsarian voice. But for a long time-well into 
the nineteenth century-most of our leading literary figures were 
on the other side, asking the raw writers of this primitive land to 

produce "civilized" work, to learn and adapt to the exemplary 

refinements that English and European writers and critics had 
made available to them. They saw American culture, at its best, 

as an imitative spin-off from England as the mother country. 

Indeed, for much of the nineteenth century, despite some strong 

voices raised in native opposition, the dominant argument of the 

American literary "establishment" called for American literature 
to serve as a branch of English literature. 

There was, then, a crucial ideological conflict between those 
seeking.a truly American literature, reflective of the New World, 
and those seeking a cultivated transplanting of English litera­
ture that would be an extension of it. Ironically, far from being 
unique to the United States, the conflict is as common as it is inev­
itable for any young culture seeking to establish an independent 
voice. The American version of this conflict has had important 

theoretical consequences for American criticism that extend to 
our own day. 

Feeding the conflict was one additional incentive for creat­
ing a radically independent American literature: its need to reject 
an aristocratic, Old World elegance, in order to be expressive of 
a radical experiment in democracy-the world's first-and the 
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unique culture that such an experiment can produce. So, it is 
argued, the new American culture is not simply making the same 
claim that other new cultures make, but, because it is something 
special, it has a claim to uniqueness unknown heretofore.1 It is 
creating a new paradise for the commom man, granting him an 
unprecedented freedom. This theme runs through those in the 
American nineteenth century who are arguing for a new litera­
ture that reflects the wilderness, the frontier, and even the Native 
American cultures, and that turns its back on the cultures that 
are inherited from the Old World and that necessarily reflect its 
politics. 

The urgency of the movement toward American indepen­
dence, in art as earlier in politics, may have made the defense of 
Old World literary habits more difficult, but the desire for a gen­
teel culture for the New World's elite prompted many of our 
most established writers to undertake such a defense. They ar­
gued that the objective of American culture should be to show 
how quickly and thoroughly it could demonstrate the growth of 
its "civilized" character, of its own elite, worthy of joining the 
world's best, rather than to urge the rough commonness of a new 
barbarism. 

More than half a century ago the two opposed tendencies 
that fought this conflict were most helpfully, if reductively, char­
acterized in a very small but very influential article by the Amer­
ican critic Philip Rahv, with the simple but telling title "Paleface 
and Redskin."2 Borrowing racist terms from an earlier era, Rahv 
means to polarize two tendencies, the effete European and the 
robust Native American. His was surely too simple a dichotomy 
because there are relatively few unqualified examples of one or 
the other. Most writers mix these extremes, but since they are 
likely to tend more in one direction than in the other, there may 
be some advantage in using Rahv's terms to identify the polar 
reach of either side. Rahv saw the "paleface" as the defender of 
English or European elegance and refinement, while he saw the 
"redskin" as the defender of Native America in the raw: the 
"decadent" on one side and the "primitive" on the other. 3 

The most influential "palefaces" were found among the liter­
ary leaders of the mid nineteenth century, and for some time 
their program was kept in force with little serious challenge by 
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the "redskins." We identify these leaders primarily with New 
England, indeed with Cambridge, and, most narrowly of all, 
with Harvard University. The names of three so-called Brahmin 
stalwarts, James Russell Lowell, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, furnish examples enough. Each 
of them is a Massachusetts writer with strong ties to the litera­
ture of the Old World; each is anxious to promulgate an Ameri­
can version of English literature, a version that will be justified 
only to the extent that one day it will be able to stand competi­
tively with its parent literature. 

The "redskins," on the other hand, were rugged defenders 
of the frontier, who wanted to respond to the new dispensation 
given humankind to create the ''American Adam," to live in a 
new Garden of Eden, as if before the Fall. Here is a creature des­
tined for progress, even perfection; certainly a creature free of 
the fallen world of Europe and England, the world that had 
fallen into moral and aesthetic bankruptcy and that, from the 
standpoint of the American, forced the people who became the 
United States to flee there from Europe and to create their rad­
ically new society. What was called for in the United States was 
a literature that was fit companion to that new society. Although 
this was a muffled voice for much of the nineteenth century, in 
the later decades of that century it emerged more and more 
forcefully. 

This conflict, strongly evident by the later nineteenth cen­
tury, continues into much of the twentieth. Many critics have 
spent an enormous amount of energy arguing whether and how 
there can be an American literature. However, the early writers 
we used to think of as the important writers in the United States, 
those who quickly won their place in the canon of nineteenth­
century American literature, are for the most part associated 
with the Old World. 

Even a writer such as James Fenimore Cooper, who from the 
r82os writes about Americans committed to the westward move­
ment of the frontier- about Leatherstocking- is, strangely, writ­
ing literature that is less "redskin" than "paleface" (if I may 
continue to use this admittedly oversimplified opposition). De­
spite his subject, Cooper remains faithful to European notions 
and even, in a foreshadowing of Henry James and others, takes 
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up an extended residence in Europe. He is an unhappy aristo­
crat in temperament, uncomfortable in the New World, which 

is his own world, even as he writes about it. His very Native 
Americans, as well as his American heroes, have something of 
the elegant European about them and, as might be expected, 
appeal to European as much as to American audiences. There 
is thus a conflict, indeed a contradiction, between Cooper's sub­
ject, which frequently is the New World frontier, and his treat­
ment, which is that of a would-be European seeking to assimilate 
the newest of the New World to the customs and the morals­
and even to the speech- of the Old World that he admires. In­
deed, besides his relatively few frontier romances, which in 
many ways resemble the historical romances of Sir Walter Scott, 
Cooper writes many other works that are openly European in 
subject as well as attitude. 

Other European-style American authors through much of 
the nineteenth century show even less uncertainty in serving 
their cosmopolitan tastes. The so-called Brahmins of Cambridge, 
of Harvard, to whom I have referred, acknowledge and would 
extend the influence of European masters: by translation, by al­
lusion, or by discipleship in ideas, style, and form, one or an­
other of them invokes Dante, Goethe, Coleridge, and others. 
Indeed, through Lowell, for example, Coleridgean criticism­
the English version of German theories - is introduced to guide 
and judge American literary development. 

There are other, though more complex and mixed, voices. 
For example, Ralph Waldo Emerson is responsive to major Euro­
pean ideas, including those of Coleridge, but he joins them to 
deeply native commitments. Thus his work is compounded of 
both sides of the conflict between the American and the Euro­
pean in its effort to find the special combination of learning and 
spirit that constitutes what he calls "the American scholar." 
Although borrowing many of the theories of his European mas­
ters, he calls for a robust, open-ended American individualism, 
a freedom from historical conformity, in his argument against 
domination by the European influence. 

We can also observe this conflict in the unending quest to 
find "the great American novel," as well as in the equally ex­
tended argument about what this phrasing of the quest means. 
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There is an unquestioned breakthrough of a special American 
voice in fiction, and an internationally influential one, in the 
work of Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville, though 
both of them have their links to English, if not generally Euro­
pean, traditions. In later nineteenth-century fiction we can also 
point to the contrast between William Dean Howells, whose 
modest novels are an optimistic celebration of small-town Amer­
ica, and Henry James, the anglicized American, whose elegantly 
refined novels celebrate a Continental vision and a meticulous 
cultivation of form that allow them to claim a place of special 
eminence among late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
English novels. Indeed, James foreshadows what T. S. Eliot, the 
anglicized Saint Louis American, does to English (and Ameri­
can) poetry a couple of decades later. 

Whatever arguments there may be about "the great Ameri­
can novel," there is little question that Walt Whitman in the later 
nineteenth century claims the role of the supremely American 
poet. His poems, having been persistently liberated from what 
had been accepted verse forms, celebrate the rugged egalitarian­
ism, the honest crudeness, the new sensibility, of the American 
experience. In prose, from his 1855 "Preface" to Leaves of Grass 
to his Democratic Vistas, Whitman calls for a vision for this new 
culture, whose open individualism and optimism, whose social 
vision, are to be directly reflected in a literature that has turned 
its back on the tired conventions of an aging Europe. Out of the 
vision of Whitman, and in part Emerson before him, comes a 
series of poets and critics well into the twentieth century who are 
similarly devoted the new version of humanity, and its appropri­
ate literary forms, that American soil can breed and nurture. But 
as I have already anticipated in my glance forward to Eliot, the 
cosmopolitan perspective has hardly left the field. 

What we may view as a conflict among poets and novelists is 
intertwined with the conflict among critics. The examples I have 
been citing throughout America's literary history, and many 
others we could observe, demonstrate the continuing opposition 
between the attempt to merge American literature into a long, 
cosmopolitan literary tradition and the attempt to create a radi­
cally new literature for an infant culture, one severed from the 
European tradition that would claim its rights to parentage. We 
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can, for example, observe an early twentieth-century version of 
this critical conflict in the work of James Hunecker, an American 
version of the European fin-de-siecle aesthete, on the one side, 
and on the other Van Wyck Brooks, a celebrant of the native tra­
dition, who clearly announces his position with the title of his 
early book America's Coming of Age. And so it goes, even to the 
present, with whatever incidental changes. 

The oppositions that I have delineated- admittedly with 
strokes that are much too broad- and whose histories I have 
been rapidly tracing have all been incipient forms of the "old 
argument" of my chapter's title. Each of these visions calls for its 
own theory of what literature is and how criticism ought to treat 
it, a theory quite at odds with the alternative theory. 

The attempt to put American literature into the lengthy West­
ern tradition of literary conventions of form and genre leads to 
a criticism that is essentially aesthetic, even formalistic. It should, 
that is, concern itself with the extent to which these new literary 
texts written by Americans are better or worse examples- more 
or less developed examples- of the standards set by the writings 
we have had before us in the great literatures of the West. Let us 
put the Americans into a competition with what has been pro­
duced by the rest of Western culture, and let us use similar cri­
teria to see how they measure up, on the same terms. And let 
American authors learn all they can of past literatures in order to 
match or exceed them, but according to standards derived from 
them. These directives call for a criticism that is essentially for­
malistic, treating literary texts with universal criteria and seeing 
them as containing certain values, so that they open themselves, 
regardless of time and place, to prescribed ways of being read 
and placed. 

On the other side we have a profoundly different view. We are 
to judge American literature by the extent to which it is shaped 
by and directly reflects American experience, this special kind of 
experience that only this land could yield. 4 In this case, literature 
is to be read as an utterance of its unique cultural context, as a 
direct reflection of its surrounding social reality. It is a growth 
that only its soil can produce. It cannot help, then, but be an 
instrument of ideology, even if the idea of the United States is 
supposed to guarantee that it is a perfected ideology of "free-
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dom." Only the United States or, rather, the myth of the United 
States, can press its ideology without doing oppressive harm. 
Here is the precedent for later ideological theorists who, by 
claiming the privilege of freedom for their own ideology, can 
exempt it from their concern with ideological repression every­
where else. 

The theory of historicist reduction, though strongly influ­
enced by the growth of the desire for a distinctly American liter­
ary voice, was reinforced, at least in the American university, by 
the theoretical claims behind the European philological tradition 
that helped formulate the program of American academic re­
search in literature. From its early days in the nineteenth century, 
European positivism sought to turn literary study into a science 
seeking verifiable knowledge about the environmental circum­
stances behind literary production. Its positivistic restraints led it 
to distrust the unverifiable impressions of literary critics. "His­
tory is objective; criticism is subjective": this is the way an old pro­
fessor of mine, a distinguished historical scholar, used to conclude 
authoritatively in order to repress our literary enthusiasms. Al­
though this attitude in the American academy was, ironically 
enough, a borrowing from Europe, it was the one borrowing that 
the programmatic Americanist happily made, because there was 
such a coincidence of objective in positivist and Americanist 
theories about the relations of literary works to their sociohis­
torical genesis. 

It is this reduction of the literary work to its social, and hence 
ideological, context that leads to the traditional modes of aca­
demic historical research that we now think of as the Old Histor­
icism, which studied the work exclusively as a product and re­
flection of the social "reality" that surrounds it. There was in it 
an assumption of a one-to-one relationship between verifiable 
elements we can identify in historical documents and elements in 
the literary work. On the other side of the argument by the 1940s 
was the New Criticism, which concentrated its interest on the lit­
erary form exhibited by the work before it. It sought to read the 
text-any text:, regardless of time and place-exclusively within 
that text's own constellations of internal relations. 

The New Criticism was inherited from the work of Cole­
ridge, who was a major influence on Lowell, chief among those 
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I have treated as major nineteenth-century representatives of 

American criticism in the European style. So the lineage-and it 

also runs through James and Eliot- is continuous. And so is the 

argument, as well as the lineage, of the opposing side. The con­
flict in the nineteenth century can be viewed as the "Lowell side" 

against the "Whitman side. " Descended from W hitman, the Old 

Historicism (at least among scholars in American literature) in­

sists on relating every literary work to the soil out of which it 

alone could, and must inevitably, grow. 

By the time we reached the forties, just before and after 
World War II, the conflict between the Old Historicism and the 

New Criticism became quite intense. This early conflict, which 
was also a fight to control the mission of university literature 

departments, is traced in Chapter I. I could cite many examples 
of severe quarrels, both about specific texts and about general 
critical principles, from that moment. 

On the one side, the New Critics charged that the histori­

cists, concerned only with the surrounding society and its influ­

ence on literary works, were absolutely tone-deaf, without sen­

sibility, unable to respond to what a literary work was capable 

of performing as a literary work. On the other side, the histori­

cists (still Old Historicists) accused the New Critics of scholarly 

ignorance, of having none of the historical knowledge of the 

ideas and ideologies, the allusions and references, that together 

could account totally for the meaning of the literary work under 

consideration. 

As in most polemical disputes, as we look at them now from 

this distance of time, the two extremes of the Old Historicist­

New Critic debate may seem a bit absurd in the extremity of the 
charges on both sides. How can either side have been altogether 
guilty of its opponent's charge? Any literary text consists of lan­
guage; and how can any language function without its being 
informed by the historical moment in culture that creates it? 

Surely no commentator trying to be responsive to the language 

of a text could help but be attentive to the need for the requisite 
historical knowledge. But we can ask from the other side, how 
can a commentator, no matter how thoroughly armed histori­

cally, read complex texts without being aware of the need to read 
them intensely as texts, in large part by searching for the internal 
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relationships among the words and groups of words that make 
the text what it uniquely is? It was no more likely that a New Cri­
tic was thoroughly ignorant than it was that an Old Historicist 
was thoroughly insensitive to literary values. 

And yet the old argument between those primarily dedicated 
to a text's historical relations and those primarily devoted to 
intratextual readings has continued and, apparently, will con­
tinue, though under a variety of faces. One of the main reasons 
for the argument persisting as it has is the theoretical one I have 
suggested in my survey of American attitudes toward the nature 
and function of literature: the continuing opposition between 
those who would account for the literary work as an immediate 
reflection of its contemporary culture and those who would put 
the literary work in competition with all others by relating it to 
transhistorical formal standards based on reading and evaluat­
ing procedures that are treated as being universal rather than 
culture-bound. For the one side literature is one of the many in­
evitable, totally determined, manifestations of cultural, mainly 
sociopolitical, forces, so that a study of cultural history shows us 
what the related literature shall- nay, must- be. The other side 
sees literature as an independent institution with its own history, 
with each new text entering the realm of value established by its 
forebears, as it seeks to transform and exceed them. 

This latter alternative has surely been altered profoundly 
these past two decades in the hands of Deconstruction, which 
refuses to isolate and thus privilege purely literary texts. But if, 
instead of the reading of literary texts, we substitute the "read­
ing" of any one of a variety of kinds of texts- a reading that has 
much in common with the practices of what with the New Crit­
icism was the art of reading literary texts-then the structure of 
the argument may not be very different after all. What we used 
to think of as the literary is, according to Deconstructionists, to 
be expanded to the entire realm of textuality, all of it now treated 
as one tropological and narratological verbal sequence. This the­
oretical shift carries us into the final (until now) version of our 
longstanding argument. 

In more recent years we have seen the old argument take on 
the new face that reflects the debate between Deconstruction and 
the New Historicism. If we are to understand the differences 
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between the two faces, we must first make clear in what way the 
New Historicism is different from the Old and in what way 
Deconstruction is different from the New Criticism. One cannot 
begin to answer these questions without recognizing the extent 
to which, however great their differences from each other, the 
New Historicism and Deconstruction have something in com­
mon against both the Old Historicism and the New Criticism, 
the earlier pair of antagonists. 

With its prestructuralist assumptions, the Old Historicism 
assumed that, since history was a series of facts solidly out there, 
objective and verifiable, it was itself in no need of being inter­
preted. In other words, history was not problematic. By contrast, 
literary texts were problematic and thus in need of being interpre­
ted. We were to use the known to interpret the not yet fully 
known: we were to use history to interpret texts, to use history's 
"facts" to resolve problems of interpretation found in texts. It 
was a reaffirmation of the old distinction -as old as Aristotle­
between history as real and texts as imaginative fictions. Such 
were the consequences of the naively positivistic conception by 
the Old Historicism of history as facts rather than history as 
discourse. 

About twenty years ago, with the advent of poststructural­
ism, history, like all other forms of discourse, was put into ques­
tion. What if history was not merely a collection of external, 
"objective" facts? After all, was not history, as a form of dis­
course, written as a narrative and, as such, already an interpreta­
tion of so-called facts? So history itself came to be regarded as 
problematic, no less so than any other discourse, only perhaps 
more deceptively so, because it usually appears (pretends?) to be 
a factual report. History, then, is itself a text in need of interpre­
tation and has no privileged relation to "reality" that would per­
mit it to be used to interpret other, less "real" texts. So goes the 
poststructuralist argument about the textual character of history. 5 

So history is no longer, as it was for the Old Historicism, sim­
ply there, as a series of documents recording a fixed sequence of 
facts-of unquestionable knowledge-that, once established by 
the scholar, could be used to try to make sense out of the more 
troublesome literary text. Poststructuralism and its historical 
agent, the New Historicism, have taught us that we get those 
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claimed facts out of books, which are also interpretations and 
have their own narratological and tropological structures, have 
their own reasons for being written as they are: whether or not 
we like it, they in turn stand in need of also being interpreted. 
Indeed, the historical text may well take no less interpretation in 
the reading than does the literary. 

This was the consequence of the one major claim of post­
structuralism in all its varieties: that reading any sort of text does 
not lead us to dispute about realities and unrealities in the world. 
It is, instead, a matter of looking at the entire world of would-be 
knowledge as a world of language, a world of discourse or, bet­
ter yet, of textuality. In light of such a shift, the New Historicist 
discovers that the primary assumption made by the Old Histor­
icists can no longer be made: we can no longer look at a given 
moment in the history of culture as if it is out there to be known 
directly, independently of language, as a collection of brute real­
ities, which we can simply apply to literature in order to reduce 
the more resistant literary text to its place in its cultural moment. 

Instead of this simpler assumption, we now are to assume 
that the reader who would relate all sorts of texts to one another 
is like a juggler who has a number of balls all moving about in 
the air at the same time. One of them may be literature, one may 
be history or any text in another discipline within the "human 
sciences," and no one of them is, a priori, any more stable than 
any other. All texts are to be read similarly, as equally unstable 
bits of language requiring interpretation, with no one of them a 
fixed instrument to be used to unlock any other. So, once again, 
history can reveal no self-evident facts that allow it to be an inter­
pretive agency for the uncertainties of the literary text. It follows 
also that literature should not be treated as a mode of discourse 
different from history or any other mode of discourse, since all 
share a similar problematic of representation. Current methods 
of interpretation, consequently, tend to take what used to be 
techniques employed exclusively for reading literature and to 
impose them upon a variety of textual kinds, all now made 
equally responsive to such readings. 

A commentator who seeks to be historical now must look at 
a variety of kinds of contemporaneous texts and relate them to 
one another by finding common elements among them - meta-
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phors, narrative structures, in short, Foucault's "discourse for­
mations." The New Historicist, then, allows these texts from 
many domains to read one another, treating them all as parts of 
a single discursive moment in culture, as flowing into one an­
other in what a founder of the New Historicism, Stephen Green­
blatt-in a metaphor borrowed from biology-calls a "circula­
tory system. "6 

Having canvassed the texts of a given cultural moment in 
order to discover a common discourse formation, New Histor­
icists do not stop there in their historical concern. They must 
eventually reach beyond discourse to uncover the sociopolitical 
forces that create the peculiarities of its formation at the moment 
in question. The particular discourse formation, seen displaying 
itself in its various textual manifestations, reveals common nar­
ratological and tropological structures, which function rhetori­
cally to prejudice judgment, elevating or at least protecting some 
elements in society by repressing others. It reveals certain hier­
archies of power, of repressor and repressed, within the social 
fabric of that moment, those hierarchies-of race, class, gen­
der-that create its discourse. Who is wielding the power and 
over whom? Who is being denied the power, and with what 
costs? How are the limits of discourse being defined and im­
posed? And whose interests are being served? It is not surprising 
that such questions lead historicism in a sharply political di­
rection in response to pressures from marginal voices, long re­
pressed, to alter the ruling discourse formation in order to im­
pose their own, even if no less repressively. 7 

Within its historical moment, then, every ideology is seen 
as creating its language, and through that language speaking 
each variety of discourse, lying in wait under the text to capture 
the reader. New Historicist theory, whether supporting Cultural 
Materialist or Neo-Marxist or Feminist or minoritist or Gay 
and Lesbian critics, can alert us to the single subtext-driven by 
power-that each would find beneath all contemporary texts, 
and by means of that subtext warn us of the political mischief it 
would work upon the unwary reader. So New Historicists must 
finally be concerned about the actual power relations within a 
society, even though, as poststructuralists, they derive all their 
definitions of power from a reading of the way in which the var-
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ied texts of a given period, through mutual reflection, can be 
seen as controlling and speaking the language of the power they 
represent. 

Because, as American critics have used it, the language-cen­
tered episteme they take from Foucault is empowered by the 
sociopolitical context, the New Historicists' claim may in the 
end turn out to be not altogether unrelated to the claims of the 
Old Historicists, who were echoing the earliest defenses of an 
American literature emerging out of the American grain. In this 
one sense, then, the New Historicism might be seen as at least an 
inheritor of the Old Historicism, if not an extension of it. In 
another sense, of course, its entire procedure means to be differ­
ent, thanks to its theoretical need to merge historicism with the 
poststructuralist commitment to the special role of discourse. 

Consequently, the New Historicist faces a methodological, 
and ultimately a theoretical, dilemma: how to claim, as a post­
structuralist, the primacy of a dispersed textuality and yet to 
claim, as a historicist, the primacy of brute power relations in a 
social reality. However much these relations may be constituted 
by the culture's discourse, at some point they come to be directed 
by forces that are outside language and hence that serve as a 
forbidden "myth of origin" for them. This dilemma is, for New 
Historicists, an insoluble chicken-and-egg problem, because pri­
ority becomes impossible to assign without forfeiting one half of 
the double claim of priority that they must make- a claim on 
behalf of both history and textuality. And their political pro­
gram prevents them from saying, in the spirit of poststructural­
ism, that history and textuality are one. 

By contrast, as the latest version of "paleface" commentary, 
American Deconstruction, dependent on Continental sources, is 
in some strange way playing the cosmopolitan role of defending 
close textual reading that was played earlier by the New Criti­
cism, even though Deconstruction attained its recent dominance 
in the American academy out of its strenuous opposition to the 
New Criticism. The Deconstructionist rejects the New Criticism 
for insisting on the specialness of poetic discourse, but, even 
more, for insisting that this specialness was defined by a mirac­
ulous formal presence of meaning constructed into a closed sys­
tem. To the contrary, the Deconstructionist, as a poststructur-
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alist, finds all texts, poetic or otherwise, similarly opening onto 
the expanding series of verbal sequences, all of them filled with 
"traces," the ghosts of language past. Hence they are open to 
being seen as referring to one another within an endless regres­
sion that constitutes the retreating, yet always echoing, realm of 
textuality. Indeed, there seems to be no way for the mutuality of 
textual meanings within this series to reach beyond the parade of 
signs to any "reality" except one that can be conceived in a dis­
cursive form. 

Within the realm of human discourse, the world is subsumed 
by the complex network of the intertwined language of our 
texts, despite our retrograde logocentricity, the mystified belief 
that we are talking about the "real thing." This is the logocentric 
predicament within which the discourses of all the human sci­
ences are similarly trapped. We may not be able to call upon the 
fine art of self-conscious reading to free us from that predica­
ment, though we can call upon that art to alert us fully to it. It 
may be -indeed has been-charged against Deconstructionists 
that for them all reality has been collapsed into the realm of writ­
ing, and that the entire realm of writing, as textuality, is read by 
them as one endless, infinitely regressive poem that traps us all in 
the rhetoric of its metaphoricity. Although Deconstruction is at 
great pains to emphasize its rejection of the New Criticism, the 
development of its fine art of reading was aided by reading 
methods employed by the New Criticism on individual poems. 
Many of the features of that long-obsolete movement have re­
mained exemplary for American Deconstructionists as they have 
turned to other-than-poetic texts under the aegis of a hugely ex­
panded notion of textuality. 8 

To the scholar committed to the priority of history, the De­
constructionist's commitment to the uninhibited resources of ver­
bal play seems evasively ahistorical. We recall that, in assem­
bling and complicating the interrelationships among texts, the 
New Historicist, in the wake of Foucault, insists on an intertex­
tuality that shares a historical context, creating a common "dis­
course formation." Where there is verbal play in need of inter­
pretation, it is referred to and limited by a narratological and 
metaphorical network that reflects a chronologically bound dis­
position of power relationships within a society; a network all of 
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whose parts reflect the repression that is imposed by those who 
hold the power upon those who wish they had it and suffer for 
not having it . This sociohistorical context is a ll-controlling, se­
verely limiting any verbal play within its formation. 

The New Historicist is thus likely to complain that the 
Deconst ructionist, in a sort of ahistorical mysticism about the 
word's powers of "dissemination," has no such contextual con­
st raints upon the infinite regress of intertextual verbal play. It is 
for this reason that the New Historicist laments that, however 
strong and admirab le its desire to do so, Deconstruction cannot 
with consistency make its way from texts back to the human 
actualities of social life as lived. Even if the Deconstructionist 
would want, as some of them do, to urge a sociopolitical pro­

gram, the New Historicist would deny the right to such a claim 
because for the New Historicist Deconst ruction is trapped in tex­
tuality. 9 This. denial leads to the charge that Deconst ruction is 
ultimately reducible to a late-blooming formalism; that it is, after 
all, just another, though more sophisticated version of escapist 
crit icism, incapable of responding to the call for it to relate itself 
to sociopolit ical reality. 

On the other side, the Deconst ructionist is likely to argue 
that the various forms of New Historicism, to the extent that 
they must find their way out of the text to claim a point of origin 
in the "real" power relations of a sociohistorical context, have 
abandoned the advantages of the poststructuralist critique, which 
would put in question the hidden essentialism of such a claim. 
For those sociopolitical st ructures are functioning for the New 
Historicist as extratextual universals, unproblematically there, 
projecting themselves outward upon the varied discursive mani­
festations of their culture. Because they are all-determining, these 
structures place a severe limit on the potentials for meaning-for 
verbal play -within a text . What Deconstruction can argue is 
that in the end there is no theoretical difference between Old and 
New Historicists, that one proves to be as prest ructuralist as the 
other. For, as the argument goes, despite the vast methodological 
differences between them, both groups, as historicists, come to a 
similar resting place in the "real" historical relationships that are 
t reated as being logically prior to discourse and as controlling 
the formations that discourse can take. 
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Here, then, is the exchange of charges- the charge by New 
Historicism that Deconstruction cannot avoid being detached 
from the social responsibility imposed by history, and the charge 
by Deconstruction that New Historicists must fail to pursue the 
poststructuralist commitment to the priority of textuality. It is 
to some extent reminiscent of the argument between the Old His­
toricism and the New Criticism and their exchange of charges as 
I described them earlier. Indeed, we should recognize this ex­
change as the latest version of the debate that has, throughout 
my survey, pitted an ahistorical concern with textual power, 
deeply indebted to European sources, against the native desire to 
tie verbal expression to its indigenous roots in a unique historical 
situation that, through the power generated within its moment, 
affects whatever it touches. 

I am not suggesting that in its current version the argument 
of the 1940s and 1950s has not been significantly transformed, 
and by both sides. Nor do I mean altogether to reduce the pre­
sent argument to my original set of oppositions, since we can see 
important theoretical advances in its present version, of course. 
But, despite its new face, I am claiming that it remains, in its root 
structure, essentially the same argument. For I believe the case 
can be made that to a great extent the same two sides are still 
being reflected, even in such radically altered manifestations of 
them. 

The difficulty with a theory springing exclusively from a cul­
tural historicism is that it is deterministic. On the other hand, 
the difficulty with a theory springing exclusively from the unre­
strained readings of verbal sequences is that it gives all power to 
the free-wheeling creativity of both the text and the broader 
realm of textuality.10 The mutually exclusive alternatives being 
offered by these two sets of claims seem to be either that history 
makes the text or that the text makes history. But clearly in some 
ways both claims are true, though as an absolute or exclusive 
claim neither is. The poem as fictional text helps create history 
even as, of course, history had to help create the poem. There is 
not any set of literary meanings totally imposed by history and 
its competing ideologies, with all of our texts doing no more 
than slavishly reflecting them; and, on the other side, it would be 
absurd to insist that the generation of textual meanings has a 
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yield that is unrelated to what history has made available. Cul­
tural history may supply the parameters within which a text func­
tions, but, instead of forcing it into the categories that their 
historical knowledge has provided in advance, readers must al­
ways be prepared to allow the text to generate complexities that 
can surprise the historically conditioned expectations they bring 
to it. 

This mutuality of dependence between these antagonists leads 
me to the arguments that dominate the next chapter. We find 
that my survey of the longstanding American debate between 
what, as shorthand, I am calling historicism and formalism 
echoes the call for literature either to reflect ideology or to resist 
it, with each side of the debate pressing one mission over the 
other. No intense reader of texts, no matter how acute, should 
deny the invasion of words by the assaults of power; and many 
Deconstructionists have demonstrated their acknowledgment of 
this invasion by their desire to move into the sociopolitical 
realm. On the other side, no one devoted to the social relevance 
of texts should deny the need to attend to the complications, 
even unpredictable ones, into which intensely interrelated words 
may lead. Indeed, the New Historicist is surely more aware than 
any earlier historicist has ever been that there may be a need­
even if in the name of ideology it must be repressed - to worry 
about the extent to which, in the imaginative use of language, 
words can, or even should, be permitted and encouraged to get 
out of hand. As Chapter 3 indicates, Foucault himself in his ear­
lier work gave such encouragement to literature. 

So there must be- as indeed I have shown that there has 

been - a tension between these two positions as coexisting oppo­
sites: between concentrating solely on the immediate society that 
surrounds the text and concentrating solely on the explosive way 
in which language can be seen as yet once more, in this text, re­
creating itself. Even the counterideologist must acknowledge that 
there is no use of words that does not have ideology built into it. 
Yet there is also reason to view the poetic fiction as using its ele­
ments to struggle against that inevitable ideological accompani­
ment to language, thereby, through its verbal play, seeking a 
freedom from monolithic tendencies of ideology. 

It would be an error, one that would leave us especially ex-
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posed these days, to deny the pull of ideology, though we should 
also remain alert to the repressiveness that lurks within it. So 
there is indeed an ideological imperative that we are learning to 
live with; but literature, as always, has found its own subtle way 
to respond to it, the way of a strangely compliant resistance. It is 
this resistance that marks literature's special and lasting contribu­
tion to our culture, though it is the compliance that allows its 
contribution to appear guileless. And it is up to the critic to re­
spond to the obligation to dwell upon that resistance as a special 
feature of literature. In doing so the critic also serves as a socio­
historical commentator who is indispensable in leading us be­
yond the constraints of the discourse formation that otherwise 
imprisons us all. But the inflated rhetoric of this momentary con­
clusion rests upon the arguments that are to follow. 



3 The Ideological Imperative and 
Counterideological Resistance 

BESIDES THE HISTORICIST-FORMALIST OPPOSITION THAT I HAVE 

been considering, there is another way of viewing the opposing 
forces that have shaped the history of Western theory. It has been 
lurking in the background of my Chapters I and 2 ,  and we have 
caught sight of it from time to time. But now it must come center 
stage. I refer to the continuing debate between those who inter­
pret literary texts as inst ruments to serve a culture's ideology and 
those who t reat literary texts as inst ruments to undermine that 
ideology. Once again I am making a rather crude distinction in 
hopes that the cleanness of its lines will help us make sense of the 
present stat e of our theoretical discourse. 

It has been apparent in the preceding chapters that discus­
sions about literary theory, or theory in general , in the West have 
become increasingly cont rolled by the role of ideology or, more 
precisely, by what I am terming the ideological imperative. It was 
not always thus ; indeed, in its current form it is a relatively re­
cent development, and one that we may well want to question, 
as theory in the past has questioned earlier versions of it. 

As I approach the debate, what seems to be at issue are the 
roles att ributed to literature and to ideology in sociopolitical 
repression, and on the other side, the roles att ributed to litera­
ture and to ideology in liberating us from repression. These are 
the several grounds of the quarrels that in the United States are 
continuing at a very rapid rate, indeed rabid as well as rapid. 
Their consequences will dictate the shape of humanities for y ears 
to come, if indeed there is still to be a humanities in any form 
that we could recognize as such. 

Surely the dominant tendency of literary criticism and liter­
ary theory in the West since the earliest hints of them in Plato has 
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been to see the lit erary work as one of many direct reflections of 
the cultural values that surround it and through its author give it 
its life. That dominance has persisted, though with some notable 
and influential exceptions, throughout the centuries. At the out­
set o f  the Western theoretical tradition, Plato had continually in­
sisted on literature's, or -more broadly-art 's mimetic character : 
the ext ent to which it was an imitation of the world outside, al­
though for Plato, of  course, it was for ill rather than for good 
that it imitated the outside world. Plato was out to attack lit era­
ture and saw its imitative function as morally and politically 
dangerous. In attacking it he  created a semiotic whose dualistic 
character would shape the work of critics for centuries, indeed 
for millennia. Those who followed Plato, whether as his disci­
ples attacking lit erature or as his antagonists defending it, took 
from him a belief in the one-to-one reducibility between the lit­
erary text and the larger social t ext to which it relat es as a sign 
to a referent, as microcosm to macrocosm, as the text to its 
cont ext . As I have said, this is clearly the dominant tendency 
throughout literary history. 

At the same time, in Plato's antagonism toward lit erature, 
indeed in his moral rejection of it, he  also revealed the very  oppo­
site tendency. We find, in his distast e for literature, a companion 
concern about the capacity o f  literature-or rather, its power­
to subvert rather than to reflect the moral truths of its culture. We 
recall that, in Plato's attack upon the lowly worldly objects that 
literature as an art could and did imitat e, he  worried about the 
ext ent to which lit erature, like the arts generally, was necessarily 
diverted from what should have been its objective-the potential 
imitation of the true and the morally good and, from Plato's 
point of view, the politically necessary. He saw the arts, instead, 
as subverting through distortion what should have been their 
proper object and mission. 

This charge attributed to lit erature a subversive relation to 
the culture it should have reflected: an unpredictable, potentially 
dangerous, and hence politically unreliable or even irresponsible 
function with respect to the ideologies that culture would repre­
sent as its truth-indeed that, for Plato, culture should be com­

p elled to represent . It is to this subversive function that, for ex­
ample, Saint Augustine, as Plato's lat e heir, referr ed when, look-
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ing upon his own sinful history, he confessed a moral-religious 

failure deriving from his yielding to an aesthetic response: "I  
who wept for Dido slain. "  For this Platonist the emotional cost 

to the reader of the death of Dido in Virgil is a price that a proper 

morality cannot afford. It is a subversion of the proper relation­

ship between blind human sympathy and divinely guided moral 
judgment. 

This awareness of literature's potential to have subversive con­

sequences is a minor refrain that accompanies, as it throws doubt 

upon, the mimetic tradition across the centuries. But this po­

tential function did come most strenuously into its own in the 

last two centuries, this time w ith approval rather than rejection. 

From romanticism through the movement we call high modern­

ism, which finishes roughly in the middle of our own century, 

literature is celebrated for its subversive mission as the voice of 

the private, subjective dissident in the author. This voice finds 

itself embodied in specially formed texts, which undermine the 

straightforward arguments of a culture's governing discourse. 

The case comes to be made for literary texts as language systems 

of their own, whatever the cost may be to the confidently held 

universal propositions that are enunciated in the verbal struc­

tures that surround them. This is a special role that had been 
enunciated for literature from romanticism through high mod­

ernism, but the story of postmodernism in the last several de­

cades is the story of how extensively, deeply, and angrily this 
case for literature has come to be widely rejected by Continental 

and American criticism alike. 
These, then , are the two major tendencies that I am examin­

ing , even though I can do so only at the cost of crudely over­
simplifying our critical history. The first sees in literature the 
reinforcement and reflection of ideological discourse, and the 
second sees in literature the resistance to it, if not the utter sub­
version of it. My objective here is to isolate a certain continuity 
in the second, the counterideological tradition, in literary the­
ory, a tradition that is in danger of being snuffed out by the ideo­

logical emphasis of recent years. But I must get to the second by 
way of the first, by tracing, throughout the history of our criti­

cism, the several obvious and standard ways in which literary 
works have been treated as no more than essentially undistorted 
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reflections of their surrounding social and cultural contexts . 
For summary purposes I can distinguish w it hin the history of 

the first and dominant tendency two quite different subdivisions, 
which, despite their differences, similar ly require a reflective func­
tion for literature: the realist ic claim for imitat ion and the mor­
ally didactic claim ;  or, as it has frequent ly been put, t he call for 
literature to imitate what is and the call for literature to imitate 
what the poet or the cr it ic decides ought to be. In the one, the l it­
erary work is asked to imitate, and thus to subscribe to, t he world 
that exists outside it and to refer directly to that world ( the as­
sumption being that such a neutral wor ld is unproblemat ically 
there and can be referred to) ; and in the other, the literary work 
is asked to refer, and t hus to subscribe to, some set of moral 
necessit ies, t hose moral proposit ions t hat a culture's ideology 
holds out as its highest ideals. 

The first of these, the realist ic claim, is obvious enough and 
has been urged at many t imes in the history of our cr it icism. It 
is the bulwark of most of t he theor ies advanced in support of 
historical cr it icism, although, because it does not question the 
neutral, object ive reality of history, it represents w hat in the pre­
ceding chapter I called the " Old," in contrast to the "New," 
Histor icism. But I set t hat dist inction aside for now. The most 
extreme and t hus most easily cited example of this simple claim 
of literary realism -of the l iterary text as an undistorted reflec­
t ion of a surrounding historical instant of its culture - is that 
w hich is attributed to the French n ineteenth-century historian of 
literature Hippolyte Taine, in his positivistic and hence determi­
nist ic insistence on reducing everything that goes on in the liter­
ary work to the surrounding "race, moment, and milieu" of the 
histor ical context that g ives rise to it . 

In this extreme form, if we are given a full report of w hat a 
culture is like at any g iven moment, we should just about be able 
to predict w hat its literature w ill say, since t he meanings and val­
ues represented in the l iterary work are to be seen as having a one­
to-one relat ionship to the meanings and values of the society or 
social group out of w hich it emerges. If the signs w ithin a literary 
work are a collect ion of an a, a b, a c, a d, and so forth, then each 
a is seen as responsible to the matching a' t hat is external to the 
work-each b to the b: each c to the c: each d to t he d', and so 
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forth - rather than responsible to the internal relations that lan­
guage creates within and among those several signs. 

What is being argued is that the literary work is a window 
and that the signs inside relate transparently to their sources in 
the realities outside. It is an obvious enough claim and has been 
made from Plato onward all the way down to American literary 
realism, even in its extreme attempt to press realism in fiction to 
the "slice of life" novel, as we used to call it. There are many 
versions of this claim to literary realism through two millennia, 
all of them resting on a simple representational view of the liter­
ary text's semiotic role-its role as a collection of referential 
signs- as it relates to its societal context. It is a claim, or even 
often an almost axiomatic assumption, that never seems to die 
altogether. It survives even into modern popular book-reviewing 
in the recurrent desire for the individual literary text somehow to 

be "true to life. "1 

This is the first of the two subdivisions within what I have set 
apart as the mimetic tendency, the assumption of a one-to-one 
reflective relationship between the literary work and a claimed 
outside reality, whether in the world or in the world of words. 
The second subdivision is the morally didactic, in which the lit­
erary work is given the primary objective of persuading and 
teaching, since it is seen as directly reflective of one or another 
moral ideology through which a culture, whether dominant or 
repressed, projects the values that any of its individuals, as mem­
bers of one or another of its social groups, ought to hold and 
ought to promulgate. Because the moral universal is often ac­
corded a metaphysical sanction - indeed, an ontological ground­
ing-in the nature of things, this sort of criticism may also be 
seen as mimetic in its didactics, though what is being imitated 
transcends the visible reality of our experience, pointing rather 
to its ontological grounding in an invisible realm.2 

We find versions of this tendency in all the Neo-Platonists 
from the Renaissance through neoclassicism and from Victorian 
moralism to both American "Neo-Humanists" and early Amer­
ican Marxists. 3 In all of these there is an assumption of an au­
thoritarian rule over discourse by a propositional reality that 
exists outside and prior to discourse. And modernist criticism of 
the mid-century seemed successfully to have discredited what 
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appeared to be the simplism of these formulations as they im­
posed themselves on the ambitions of the literary text to generate 
its meanings. 

In recent years, however, a more sophisticated variety of this 
kind of reading, which ties the text to ideology, has been called 
for. This reading probes for an ideological subtext lurking be­
neath the fictional surface of every text, revealing the motives 
that propel its discourse, serving one or another set of ideologi­
cal presuppositions. The apparent text, which offers itself to our 
superficial perception as all there is, should rather be seen as a 
potential deception in its rhetorical act of selling us on the hid­
den text that, without the social critic's help, we may not be able 
to dig out from beneath the text. Thus every so-called literary 
text, or indeed any kind of text, is to be unmasked as yet another 
linguistic agent of power and hence revealed as a surreptitious 
reflection of one or another ideological structure. 4 

To reread a text in a way that substitutes the subtext and its 
hidden motivation for the apparent text and its apparent (and 
deceptive) intention-however subtle those rereadings may be­
is still to rest on the reductive insistence that the literary work is 
a programmatic reflection, a fictional, allegorical mirroring, of a 
firmly held agenda. What we have is a theory of interpretation 
that has properly been termed a hermeneutic of suspicion: how­
ever innocent, however apolitical, the text may appear to be, 
every text is indeed in the service of an ideology that hides itself 
from us, except that the political critic, working with an assump­
tion of the primacy of the political unconscious, can reveal it. 
The text, then, must be seen as emerging out of the reality of a 
society and its power relations; as being authorized and thus as 
being shaped by these power relations, as the rhetorical end of 
this deterministic chain. 

So much for this much too compact and simplified examina­
tion of this still post-Platonic way of reading, the widely varied 
ways in which criticism- as long as it is ascetic in the limitations 
it places on what literature can do to us and for us -has treated 
literature as a reflection of, a coming after, the "realities" of the 
worlds or the words that exist before and outside its own verbal 
structure. One way or another this is the kind of thinking against 
which the counterideological tradition that is my subject defines 
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itself- although this contrary tradition can also be traced back 
to Plato, who gave it life, even while condemning the subversive 
character of literature because it led us away from conceiving the 
world as his moral universals would have it. Out of Plato's insis­
tence that the literary work could not imitate those universals 
arose his conviction that its lowly mimetic character, its devotion 
to imperfect particulars, could not help but subvert them. It is 
not at all difficult to turn the political reading back on Plato to 
find his subtext, one that serves the reactionary tendencies of the 
Athenian state by providing it with a metaphysic that authorizes 
a rigid hierarchy of sociopolitical classes. And his static rational­
ism could lead him to the fear of literature as subversion- the 
fear of a literature that instead of reflecting his ideology puts ide­
ology into question. 

All through the centuries, for most of the history of literature 
and criticism in the West, there has been this minority tradition 
of a reading that would treat literature not as a reflection and rein­
forcement, but as an undermining, of the ideas that sustain the 
societal context. In our century, through the delicate analysis of 
verbal subtleties, this way of reading seeks, then claims to find, 
and proceeds to exploit ironies that run counter to what would 
seem to be a single-minded argument representing exclusively 
one or another of the surrounding cultural discourses. It draws 
its counterideological power from the assumption that ideology 
tends to speak in not more than one voice. In a culture there are 
many voices, each of them representing an ideology that seeks to 
guide action in one given direction rather than another in its 
quest for power, and thus each of them emphasizing a single line 
of argument. We have seen, in examining the first tradition, that 
the call for literature to reflect ideology is a call for literature, like 
any other discourse that speaks its culture's voice, also to reflect 
only a single line of argument. 

This second tradition, which looks for a literature that under­
mines an ideology instead of reinforcing it, is seeking, by reading 
very closely, to emphasize the way in which a text that seems to 
move in one direction, reflecting and supporting a given ideolog­
ical structure, has within it those elements that subvert what 
appears to be the dominant tendency of the work and turn it 
against itself. This reading claims to discover the full range of 
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meanings that sustains a literary text and resists being reduced to 
one rhetorical line that moves exclusively in one direction or 
another. Instead of  those windows I spoke of, where the a, the b, 

the c, and the d of the literary work each points directly and trans­
parently to the realities that are its archetypes outside the work, 
the theorists emerging from this tradition would have us see the 
literary work as an enclosed set of internalizing mirrors bounc­
ing meanings and images between and among themselves. These 
internalized interactions are seen as shutting off the work by cre­
ating a structure of complexities that eludes any attempt to make 
it into an ideology's servant. 

Not that ideological critics cannot turn any work into the 
servant of their ideology, but counterideological  critics would 
find such readings insufficient and indelicate -not responsive 
enough to the complex dimensions and contrary directions that 
they see interacting dynamically within the literary work. It is as 
if one blackens the outside of  the glass of  a window, shutting off 
the outside world, converting window to mirror, displaying a set 
of internal reflections maddeningly, and inconsequentially, mul­
tiplying one another. 5 Any reading that leads to this multiplica­
tion of complexity, of internalizing reflections within reflections, 
would resist the authoritarian rule of propositions that, accord­
ing to this tradition at least, tries to repress opposition. Each 
side of such mutually exclusive oppositions is authoritarian in 
that it seeks to govern discourse absolutely, repressing any thing 
that does not reinforce the single direction being pursued. 

This view, that the literary text presents a self-complicat­
ing subversion of an ideological structure of argumentative dis­
course, can be traced back to the ancient war between the poets 
and the philosophers that Plato so forcefully addressed. Indeed, 
Plato's attack on literature was his at tack on the poets from the 
philosophers' side, as an answer to the irrational threat he saw 
them posing to a fixed social order and the rational structure of 
propositions that supported it. He was deeply concerned about 
the extent to which his Greek audience might take its philosophy 
from Homer, whose writings Plato considered morally danger­
ous in their devotion to the complex characters and stories of 
myth. The Iliad and the Odyss ey were just too complicated, had 
too many countermovements undermining the call to perfection 
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and too much catering to human emotions, for them to be 
trusted as moral guides for the reader. It would be politically 
safer for Homer to be exiled and the philosopher-king allowed 
to rule in the name of unchallenged ideology ( though Plato 
would prefer to call it "reason"). Plato may have attributed 
"real" reference to poetic signs, as mimetic, but he saw them 
using their worldly objects to divert us from the ideal realm, 
thereby becoming didactically harmful. 6 Thus Plato had to warn 
us against the poets, who as free spirits let loose the untamed 
and imperfect fables that could undermine the static, authoritar­
ian social order he would establish. And I guess they did- and 
have continued to do so. 

I move now to later versions of the counterideological ten­
dency. In the past two centuries the development of the tradition 
of interpretation that is associated with the "sublime" has in­
creasingly disrupted the role of orderly "beauty" and encour­
aged less rationally controlled readings. Beginning in late antiq­
uity with Longinus, the "sublime" finally attained an important 
place in eighteenth-century thinking about art as a challenge to 
the dominance of mimetic theory, that is, the theory of literature 
as a reflection of the extraliterary. This was the period when 
mimetic theory, now in its neoclassical version, was in many 
quarters more tightly constraining than perhaps it had ever 
been. As a counter to the notion of art as all reason and order in 
subordination to rational and orderly thought, the doctrine of 
the "sublime," which had become fairly common currency since 
Boileau's translation of Longinus into French almost a century 
earlier, was systematically reintroduced by Edmund Burke to 
undo the cool, easy dominion of the "beautiful. " The sublime 
was seen as that which jars us, which terrifies us, which destroys 
the security of that universal order of things about which the 
eighteenth century seemed so confident. Of course, Burke de­
rived his use of the term from Longin us, another ancient whose 
work increased its influence in the late eighteenth century, when 
romanticism was ready to flower and the rational order of the 
beautiful was ready to be undermined. 

From Longinus through to Burke, then from Burke to Kant 
and to the romantics, and from them to the high modernists and 
even beyond to thinkers as postmodern as Jean-Frarn;:ois Lyo-
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tard, there develops this loose, antisystematic, emotionally driven 
alternative to the more straightforward, rational versions of how 
texts should relate to the rule of philosophic systems and their 
straightforward propositions. It claims for the sublime a way of 
freeing language from such stringencies in order to explode what 
is seen as too thin a sense of order, such as the beautiful (as con­
ceived in the eighteenth century) would reflect. 

What lies behind this alternative is the assumption that ex­
perience is messy and that the order of our discourse and the 
order of our ideologies are simply too simple for the complexi­
ties of human experience that they must accommodate. Thus, 
this thinking goes, we may need these practical simplicities, as 
well as the conceptual discourse that both governs and follows 
from them, to function in our everyday living; but if, more con­
templatively, we want to confront fully how life is with us, then 
we need to go beyond them. Literature and, indeed, the arts gen­
erally, are viewed as the only avenues leading us to explore these 
complexities. To this end the arts should work to violate, sub­
vert, if not altogether explode, our ideological claims, or at least 
our confidence in them. 

From the perspective of this interpretive tradition, we would 
still look at the dominant discourse of a culture as repressive, as 
exclusionary and authoritarian, but we now would see literature 
as the liberating voice - liberation in the name of the individual, 
of the dissident. This tradition persists at least through the 
middle of our own century, and in another form even afterward. 
In the form it takes as the ultimate fruition of romantic theory, 
it attributes to the proper poem a unique complex of possible 
meanings that subverts any would-be exclusionary meaning that 
we might, in our political haste, seek to extrapolate from the 
poem- a meaning (this theory argues) such as would be found 
and can be found in nonliterature. 

The argument for the independence of the literary from the 
conceptual- and, indeed, its priority to the conceptual-was 
strengthened by the earliest definitions of the "aesthetic" in the 
attempt, since the mid-eighteenth century, to establish the aes­
thetic as a discipline. In the two centuries of thought that fol­
lowed-into the mid-twentieth century- an increasingly special 
role has been claimed for the aesthetic, which has been asso-



58 The Institution of Theory 

ciated with "imagination" or "intuition" in distinction from "un­
derstanding" or "reason ."  This role was defined as a privileged 
alternative to the role of conceptual thinking. From Baumgarten 
to Mendelssohn to Kant to Coleridge and finally to the New 
Critics, the aesthetic, intimately related to our senses as imme­
diate receptors, was accorded a primary -which is to say a pre­
conceptual - place in the epistemological sequence governing 
human cognition. 

The claim of the independence of the aesthetic from concepts 
is central to developments leading to high modernism. For exam­
ple, it becomes the very center of the theorizing of Benedetto 
Croce. Descended from nineteenth-century German organicism, 
Croce becomes the leading proponent of the aesthetic as a mode 
of experience at the close of the last century and the beginning 
of this one. Much later, Eliseo V ivas, often referred to as the aes­
thetician of the New Criticism in the 1940s and 1950s, privileges 
the aesthetic--hence, in the verbal arts, the literary -because he 
sees it as dealing with and revealing "the primary data of human 
experience." That word "data" is used by him in its technical 
epistemological sense as that which is "given" to the senses be­
fore being acted upon by our reasoning and generalizing- that 
is, by our conceptual-faculties. 

This claim of priority, which leads to a special epistemologi­
cal licensing of the aesthetic, is a major point of attack by recent 
critics of modernism and its preoccupation with the aesthetic. 
For such critics, who once more take up the notion of the arts as 
a coming-after, a reflection, of the sociocultural context, the con­
ceptual is the home of the ideological, and for them nothing is 
prior to the force of ideology in exerting control over all our 
visions and our judgments, including, of course, the aesthetic. 
Working from the premise of Fredric Jameson's notion of the 
political unconscious as the primary, if secret, agent behind all 
our discourse, this recent mode of critical thinking sees the aes­
thetic as no more than a deceptive lure in political manipulation, 
a lure that masks itself in the claim to an innocent epistemolog­
ical primacy despite its concealed role as the servant of all­
dominating concepts. 

The disguise of function serves in an opposite way for those 
defending the priority of the aesthetic. As one of the arts instead 
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of just one among many uses of language, the literary was to 

defend itself from being employed as a secret instrument substi­

tuting for-and in this way serving-conceptual, and hence ideo­

logical, argument. From the romantics to the New Criticism, 
only the works of poets, in a sort of prepolitical purity, were 

granted untainted visionary powers, to which they were to re­
main faithful. Indeed, the literary criticism of these theorists, 

and others like them, usually consisted of their attempts to show 
how the verbal, tropological, and narratological relations they 
were examining in their privileged texts resisted any absorption 
into concepts. This was the ground of the dichotomy, long pur­

sued in the organicist tradition and culminating in high modern­

ism, between symbol and allegory-between, that is, the monis­

tic density of the self-contained sign and the dualistic referral of 
the sign outward to the external concept it reflected. And the 

honorific title of the proper poem was to be bestowed only upon 

the symbolic, with the allegory consigned to what Croce termed 

"the intellectualist error," which comes, as he says, from the aes­

thetic functioning as a disguised form of the conceptual. 
W hat I am tracing as the counterideological tradition in aes­

thetics develops in literary criticism by means of German doc­

trines of romantic irony, as well as Coleridge's derivative claim 

that the poetic imagination was found in "the balance or recon­

ciliation of opposite or discordant qualities. "7 The poem was 

encouraged to create its own irreducible complex of autono­
mous meanings by entering the realm of self-contradiction in 

order to free itself from the limited, unilinear way in which non­
poetic discourse seems to intend to mean. This complicating 

inclusiveness of the web of poetic discourse gives it license to 
stand as a subverting as well as a self-subverting critique of that 
exclusionary discourse with which we are condemned to live 
daily-a discourse that, without poetry, is used by forces in cul­
ture to allow them to work their way with us, just as they make 

us work for them. 

In our own century, I can trace many versions, growing out 
of several theoretical varieties, that, despite their otherwise im­
portant differences, unite in making the case for a counterideo­
logical aesthetic. For example, there are the claims made as early 
as 1915 by a relatively obscure thinker (obscure now, though not 
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in his own day ), Bernard Bosanquet, in his book Three Lectures 

on Aesthetic. There he argues for what he calls "difficult beauty" 
as art's highest achievement, with its difficulty seen in what he 
calls its "intr icacy," its "tension." He makes these claims three 
or four decades before the heyday of the New Criticism. It is evi­
dent that for Bosanquet "difficulty" in art is a measure of a den­
s ity of meani ng in art that is unavailable to nonart. 

In their a ttempt to extend such a concept to practical criti­
cism, the New Critics literalized this notion by emphasizing the 
verbal comp lexities of ambiguity, paradox, and irony, all of 
these suggesting to them a counterideological complicating of 
normal meanings -and the straightforward arguments behind 
them -in the literary work. These ideas come to  the New Criti­
cism in the United States through two later nineteenth- and ear­
lier twentieth-century traditions, one of them Continental, one 
of them English. 

On the Continent a major source is Arthur Schopenhauer, 
who borrowed from Far Eastern thought in order to enlarge 
upon and transform Immanuel Kant 's notion of disinterested­
ness. Finding art to be an indispensable aid in achieving what is 
for him the ideal human objective, the transcendence of all our 
private desires, Schopenhauer defined art by its power to provide 
an escape from the ruthless hegemony of the "will" ( the will -as 
Kant 's "practical reason" -serving our subjective interests and 
thus destroying the possibility of our being disinterested). In the 
wake of Schopenhauer, theorists attributed to literature, in con­
trast to other discourses as discourses of the will, a collision of 
meanings that precludes action because it precludes the unques­
tioning, authoritarian, unilinear direction needed to stimulate 
action, which is seen as invariably will-driven. 

From Schopenhauer by way of the early Niet zsche to Henri 
Bergson, the arts alone are given the power to pierce the "veil of 
Maya," a notion dearly derived from Eastern philosophy. 8 In 
order to make action possible , it is claimed that we interpose the 
veil of Maya between ourselves as perceivers and the complexity 
of our experience, which defies those simplistic reductions pro­
duced by our nor mal language in the service of the dean decisive­
ness required for action. It is the need to  act that produces this 
veil, which we cannot break through because we allow the sim-
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pie rationale for action to go without challenge. Hence our need 
for the veil, but also our need for the role of the arts to pierce 
it. Bergson tells us that the poet, as artist, must break through 
the veil constituted by the stereotypes of our normal discourse, 
which is needed to produce and account for our usual activities. 
Coleridge had a phrase for it a century earlier: "the film of famil­
iarity and selfish solicitude," with the "film" his equivalent of the 
"veil. "9 Here is the point of union, the notion that joins the 
Continental to the English tradition. And Coleridge, with his 
almost complete indebtedness to German writers, is the appro­
priate figure to represent that union. 

From Bergson to the Russian Formalists, what lies behind 
this pattern of thinking about literature and what continues to 
control its theoretical development is an unquestioned assump­
tion that there is a clear distinction between "normal" and 
"poetic" discourse ( the latter including all self-conscious fictions, 
whether in verse or prose). The poetic arises out of the violation 
of the way in which discourse normally works. The poet must 
distort verbal sequence, complicate verbal meanings, give consti­
tutive power to tropes in order to force language to represent 
what for normal language would seem to be unrepresentable. It 
then has the chance to become a form of discourse that can re­
veal what in our experience is otherwise hidden behind the veil 

of Maya. 
Clearly, the opposition is the familiar one, developed for the 

arts most forcefully by Bergson, between action and contempla­
tion, in which the first is identified with normal discourse and 
the second with the discourses of art. It is by means of that op­
position that this tradition realizes itself. As its argument goes, 
as long as language is to serve action, as long as language is to 
restrict itself in order to serve the ideology of one or another 
group, it cannot be fashioned into an instrument beyond these 
limited capacities, and we cannot use it to pierce the veil. Presum­
ably the vision into what is beyond the veil, which the capacities 
of poetic language can open for us, will likely prove to be para­
lyzing in that the unfolding complications it reveals would block 
any clean line of action. But if we want the freedom of pure con­
templation, even at the expense of the ability to act, then we 
must have the freedom not only to look at every movement in 
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language but also to enter tain every countermovement that 
every movement surrep titiously contains within itself. For these 
critics it is poems alone, among the verbal arts , that permit this 
f reedom. 

Thus, by separating the modes of discourse, the literary from 
the normal , and by attributing this privileged role to the literary 
alone as the discourse that undermines-by exceeding-the way 
in which discourse seems normally intended to function , Berg­
son helped create the kind of criticism that we later, in our own 
century, came in the United States to call the New Criticism, 
which exaggerated this at tempt to grant to literature the license 
whereby it could nourish its negative relationship to ideological 
certainty. For it is uncertainty that is cultivated once we want 
to be free to contemplate the human condition without being 
forced by ideological constraints to march off in one direction or 
another. So much for the Continental sources of this chain of 
argument. 

From the English side there is another influence, the one I 
have already observed in Coleridge, which sponsored in Mat­
thew Arnold later in the nineteenth century an attempt to pre­
serve a unique cultural role for poetry, a role outside the path of 
more undeviating roads to our daily truths. 10 Separating knowl­
edge of fact from emotion and separating a lso the human facul­
ties addressed to each of these , Arnold called upon poetry to 
minister to our emotions , saving it as the discourse that could 
humanize meaning as a verbal system, turning inward as it re­
jects the external pressures of the cold, knowledge-ridden obliga­
tions of reference. Poetry makes an appeal that violates the cold 
world of universal propositional truths that have no emotional 
meaning for the individual ,  and through that violation makes it 
possible for us to grasp a wor ld that has in it those more things 
in heaven and ear th than are dreamt of in any of our (rational) 
philosophies. 

As a follower of Matthew Arnold , I. A. Richards made avail­
able to the New Critics a mediation , though also a distortion , of 
Arnold. Richards defined poetry through its capacity ,  as an 
"emotive" rather than a "referential" mode of discourse, to undo 
the clean lines that controlled the point-by-point reference f rom 
the sign to the real thing according to the semiotic principle that 
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governed the operation of referential discourse. 11 For Richards 
the instrument for this undoing, this transformation of discur­

sive functioning, was irony, which grew out of his work into 

becoming a major feature of the New Criticism and beyond. 

Richards defined irony as "the bringing in of the opposite, the 
complementary impulses. " 12 It is the role of the poet somehow 

to find within the unilinear rhetorical tendency of any discourse 

this opposite and yet complementary impulse. It is this propen­

sity for doubling that distinguishes the poem's discourse from 

the way normal discourse-that is, discourse in the service of 
action through being discourse in the service of reference-can 

operate. 
The model New Critic was Cleanth Brooks, 13 who, follow­

ing the lead of Richards, played up the poem's system of internal 
relations as a sealed context of mutually reflecting mirrors (to 
use my own earlier metaphor) that precludes any attempt at un­

qualified reference. 14 The reflexive character of the poem's irony 

produces in it a self-irony as well: it bounces back on itself, again 

and again-chasing its meanings into an abyss, we might say 

today. Through such devices poetry works its complications 
upon the normal reach and depth of how we read, and thus how 
we talk and how we see. 

Richards had insisted that the poem, by means of its irony, 
functions to block action through producing an equilibrium that 

counters every impulse to act in one direction with an impulse to 

act in the opposite direction. In Brooks irony leads to the claim 

that every would-be meaning in the poem is confronted by its 

self- contradiction, a would-be meaning in the opposite direc­

tion. This irony expands the poem into an unstable context that 
defies reason by seeking to hold at once both the meaning and 
its contradiction within a single verbal sequence that inside the 
poem makes sense even though we cannot, outside the poem, 
quite say what that sense is. The counterideological thrust of 

this entire tradition is perhaps most fully witnessed in Brooks's 
explications of individual literary texts. 

This concentration upon the poem as a unique, privileged 
mode of discourse, a construct that, through self-enclosure, can 

create its own special meaning, pretty well dies with the New 
Critics. Those textualists we have come to call Deconstruction-
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ists are probably even more careful readers, constantly reading 
movements as undone by countermovements within a single se­
quence of words. But unlike the New Critics, who reserved such 
treatment for poetic texts alone, the Deconstructionists, work­
ing from a theory about how textuality itself, in all its manifesta­
tions, functions, range well beyond the narrowly literary and 
work their reading methods on all sorts of texts, since with them 
all discourse has become equally, and similarly, eligible for this 
kind of analysis. 

No one more influentially opposed the restriction of New 
Critical "irony" to poems than the leading Deconstructionist in 
the United States, Paul de Man. It was the purpose of de Man's 
readings to seek out the self-deconstructive disposition of the 
text-just about any text. It was his way of "reading against the 
grain." He reads a text, but within it his rhetorical reading finds 
an undertext that is also a countertext, one that allows him to 
read against the grain even as he reads with it. He would accept 
the challenge of almost any text- no matter how apparently 
single-minded, how unilinear, it appeared to be-to find the 
countergrain lying within. So fierce is de Man's antagonism to 
the claim of unified meaning, so strong his own commitment to 
trace a regressive dispersion of mutually antagonistic meanings, 
that his primary argument against the formalist (which for him 
was the New Critical) criticism of poems is its quest for an ulti­
mate unity, for a reconciliation of disparate materials. 15 

One of de Man's major essays has him taking on, at the non­
poetic extreme, the work of John Locke, whose argument usu­
ally has been treated, and deservedly so, as one of the most 
straightforwardly and unambiguously rational in the history of 
British philosophy. 16 But de Man's explorations find Locke's text 
dependent upon a series of tropes that complicate its rhetoric by 
undercutting the very argument that Locke appears to be so 
single-mindedly making, thus denying stability even to that sort 
of text. 

There is no question that the force of Deconstruction was 
strenuously anti-New Critical in that it consistently opposed the 
New Critical setting aside and privileging of the literary. Never­
theless, de Man's principal method of reading, even as he applies 
it to nonliterary as well as to literary texts, seems to have much 
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in common with the counterideological character of the New 
Critical method of reading poems, an interpretive method that 
we have here seen developing from romanticism to the middle of 
this century.17 In Deconstruction the range of objects has been 
greatly enlarged-the kinds of texts that are admitted are almost 
without limit-but the reading method is not quite unfamiliar. 
Now the entire realm of textuality has become subject to what 
we used to think of as exclusively literary analysis. So all texts 
come to be treated as counterideological; indeed, textuality, as it 
is conceived in accordance with de Man's claims for the rhetoric 
of reading, is in itself (in its essence, dare we see him as imply­
ing?) a counterideological process.18 

In the work of de Man and his followers a question arises­
what may appear to be an uncertainty or at least an ambiguity­
as we observe their interpretations of texts: Does the text at 
hand, in its apparently unilinear intention, require a deconstruc­
tive reading to open it up, or is the text itself shrewdly sel/­
deconstructive, requiring acute readers only to follow along, 
pointing out what the text has, in its half-concealed way, already 
performed? The followers of de Man could claim easily to dis­
solve that uncertainty by denying that it is an ambiguity :  They 
could argue that it is not the text but the unilinear and logocen­
tric way in which Locke's text, or others similarly "transparent,"  
is usually read that needs to be deconstructed-to be read 
against the grain -in order to show the rest of us, because we 
tend to read it otherwise, how that text can be seen as decon­
structing itself. Any text. 

Without disagreeing, I would still want to argue for some 
soft distinctions. I would claim that the literary work is distin­
guished by openly seeking that self-deconstruction, leading even 
a pre-Deconstructionist reading of it, merely as a commentary 
on what is going on in it, to become a Deconstructionist reading 
as it simply traces the complexities that the poetic fiction has the 
leisure, the ideological freedom, to present. The poetic fiction 
thus can create a network of cross-meanings and cross-purposes 
that leads even the straightforward commentator to deconstruct 
every potential ideological construct in the mere process of 
accounting for what the literary text is manifestly doing. By con­
trast, the ostensibly nonfictional text, seen as created in response 
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to an author's logically ordered and unilinear rhetorical inten­
tion, must have that intentional structure deconstructed in the 
act of interpretation if we are to find counterintentions within it 
and thus break it away from its author and from the entire realm 
of intentionality. 

For ostensibly nonfictional texts, then, there is a critical dis­
tance between the text as it can be read deconstructively and the 
text as it is seen, conventionally, within its discipline- seen pre­
deconstructively- as asking to be read. I argue that this distance 
is reduced almost to the vanishing point by the poetic fiction, 
which seems to wear on its face, to quote Wolfgang Iser, "the 
simultaneity of the mutually exclusive. "19 Such intratextual fea­
tures of the poetic fiction make it an emblem of textuality at 
large, make it a micro-text, which can serve as a model of how 
other texts, presumably nonfictional, can be seen as performing. 
Following the lead of poetic fictions, we can deconstruct other 
sorts of texts by searching in them for those countertendencies 
that, contrary to the institutional blindness that dictates our 
usual ways of reading them, may induce us to see them as de­
constructing themselves. In leading us toward those readings of 
such texts, Deconstructionists are adapting a reading method 
prompted by how literary texts ask to be read. So these serve as 
exemplary texts, master texts that display those tendencies for 
which, in other texts, the reader's own deconstructive subtlety is 
required in order that this self-deconstructive potential may be 
found to be a characteristic of discourse itself. 

It is on these grounds that I argue that, even now in these 
poststructuralist days, there is continuing reason to resist obliter­
ating the distinction between the ostensibly unilinear in dis­
course and the poetically fictional- in my terms here, between 
the ideological and the counterideological. Indeed, it is, both 
theoretically and practically, useful as well as reasonable to do 
so. I want to be clear about the fact that I am not trying in some 
archaic way to argue for a generic difference between poems and 
nonpoems, but rather to allow for elements of poetic fictions 
that the keen interpreter is alerted to find ( or to claim to find) in 
whatever texts those elements may modify, or perhaps even take 
over. I am thoroughly aware that, once having said this much, I 
may be giving away the chance for making any workable distinc-
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tion between discursive kinds since any shrewdly deconstructive 
reader can come up with these elements everywhere in texts. To 
acknowledge as much is to acknowledge only that any distinc­
tion would be a matter of delicate degrees rather than of kind, 
and that, except for the obvious extremes at either end of the 
spectrum leading from poetic fictions to their discursive oppo­
sites, we require readerly good sense and many arguments about 
who has it in particular cases in order to make our judgments 
and make them stick. But that is no more than we have ever 
required of competing interpretations seeking our assent. 

De Man's treatment of the passage from Locke exemplifies 
his refusal to allow even an apparently single-minded text to 
evade ambiguity, as if a potential ambiguity lurks in the very 
essence of language functioning. There is just no provision in de 
Man for a discourse that can unambiguously express an ideol­
ogy; any that seems to do so could be shown by him to undercut 
that expression in the very act of making it. It is this position in 
de Man-style reading that has, by way of opposition, led to the 
strongly anti-Deconstructionist flavor of recent American the­
ory, in which the political interest has been rising markedly. The 
more ideological this politicized theory has become, the more it 
has complained that Deconstruction - especially of the sort ex­
emplified by de Man- exceeded even the New Criticism in its 
counterideological bent, precisely because it extended its cover­
age to texts of every sort, including even would-be political texts. 

Accordingly, recent politically motivated theorists see De­
construction as exposing its own unacknowledged formalism, 
which extended the New Criticism's, indeed which functions as 
the furthest extension of the counterideological tendency I have 
been tracing. If discourse does not permit authors to make an 
undeviating ideological point and to use their texts to call us to 
an undeviating course of action, without somehow having their 
language itself work against what they ostensibly intend to do, 
then there is no way for discourse not to be self-deconstructive. 
And, as the result of a language engaged in play within its own 
capacities of meaning, there is no structure of meaning that can­
not be undermined by itself, or at least that cannot be read as 
undermining itself, as putting itself in question (in a favorite 
phrase of Deconstructionists). Language has been forced to say 
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more, or other, than it apparently intended to, thanks to a much 
more complicated reading process than anyone who wants lan­
guage to serve ideology could possibly permit. 

As the narrative of Chapter 2 tried to show, whereas Decon­
structionists thought of themselves as having succeeded the New 
Critics by thoroughly rejecting them, the more recent sociopolit­
ical theorists have seen Deconst ructionists as those who imperi­
alized New Critical methods by taking a p rocedure that had 
been modestly confined to poet ry and imposing it on all the varie­
ties of discourse, an extension that can only increase the frustra­
tion of anyone for whom discourse is to function primarily, and 
ultimately, in order to serve ideological purposes . These newer 
sociopolitical theorists have returned to what I at the start of this 
chapter traced as the first of the major theoretical traditions of 
interpretation. I refer, of course, to the long dominant-and, 
until the late sixties, for some time discredited -way of treating 
literary texts : as immediate reflections of the "realities" imposed 
by the powers that control their social environment and hence 
their language. 

These theorists are again putting texts into the service of 
ideology and hence of action, forcing them to override any poten­
tially troublesome, and perhaps paraly zing, complexities within 
them. Indeed, they condemn the "mandarin" pursuit of complex­
ity as an excuse for evading the directness of action and, conse­
quently, as a surreptitious way of serving the power structure.20 

In declining, by obfuscating, the clean choice between alternative 
actions, it is argued, the pursuit of complexity removes discourse 
from the disjunctive necessities of decision-making. Since these 
theorists call for a reading that is to be contro lled by a "hermeneu­
tic of suspicion," one may imagine how politically suspicious 
they must be of this version of Deconstruction. 

Before concluding this survey, I must briefly mention some 
moves that would join the two alternatives I have been showing 
as opposed throughout the history of Western theory. These 
moves would see literature as serving social objectives, but on ly 
by way of the counterideological emphasis that I have associated 
with the aesthetic. I am thinking of recently influential theorists 
such as Mikhail Bakhtin and Jean-Frarn;:ois Lyotard. (Of course, 
Bakhtin's work is many decades old, though some years back it 
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was suddenly revitalized and made available to postmodern the­

ory, after having been largely ignored. ) Their attempt to make 

this counterideological, and hence subversive, characteristic of 
at least some texts21 serve a social and political purpose may 

these days be the most promising version of the counterideolog­

ical tradition that I have been tracing. In their privileging of the 

counterideological, both Bakhtin and Lyotard in their different 
ways may be seen as reinforcing the tradition of the aesthetic­

perhaps despite their intentions, which lead them to be highly 

distrustful of the aesthetic. 

As a way of emphasizing the dialogical character of litera­
ture, Bakhtin frees it-especially in the novel with its multiplica­

tion of incompatible genres-to revel in the carnivalesque. This 

is a textual force that, like the ritual of carnival in an authori­

tarian society-that momentary suspension of hierarchy and re­

pressive distinctions-throws up in the air a variety of otherwise 

incompatible possibilities, for the occasion free of authoritarian 

regulation and its ideologically controlled structure. 

One may grant that the dominant culture may well be using 
the potential subversion arising out of its indulgence of carnival 

to demonstrate its awesome power, which can domesticate even 
the most unruly of its subjects and render them harmless by 
authorizing and even ritualizing them, bringing them into the 

consent calendar that patterns the lives of the governed. Never­
theless, through that momentary indulgence, the Bakhtinian car­

nivalesque opens a culture's vision to what ideology, as a repres­
sive agent, would condemn as the forbidden: seeking to reinforce 

itself by allowing what is not permitted representation to be rep­

resented, the power structure allows us to see with other eyes 
than its own. And however encapsulated the moment of carni­
val, however harmless it has been rendered, what has been seen 
may be remembered and may someday have its unmanageable 
consequences. Just so can literature, as long as it works dialogi­

cally, manipulate a culture's ruling discourse in a surreptitious 
disruption of the usual ways that discourse operates and main­
tains its authorized meanings, which is to say, its dominant ide­

ology. And just so can it be the instrument of our seeing anew, 
freeing our vision and encouraging us to disrupt the trim discur­

sive lines of authority. 
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In a similar vein, Lyotard seeks to invalidate all "master nar­
ratives" in order to allow autonomy to the little stories, "Les pe­
tites h istoires, " that resist adaptation into a universal story, in­
deed, that cannot be made to serve any generalized structure of 
meaning and, beyond that, any unified plan of action. Through 
such little stories and their resistance to the rationality of a mas­
ter narrative, Lyotard resurrects the notion of the sublime as a 
violation of philosophic order. The sublime, now become a post­
modern virtue, shines through the jagged edges of piecemeal 
"phrases,"  which are to satisfy us in a world that must learn to 
do without the finality of whole "sentences." As moments of the 
postmodern sublime, these mini-subversions go on and on, and 
the carnival of little stories, each with its small but unyielding 
resistance, overwhelms any master narrative that would claim 
control over all little stories. 

The counterideological thrust of what I have been treating as 
the tradition of the aesthetic thus receives, however obliquely, 
this postmodernist blessing, the call to a continuing resistance. 
In emphasizing these scattered autonomies, Lyotard, like Bakh­
tin before him, is, through his own master metaphor, of course 
speaking politically. The celebration of the small power of an 
uncontrollable number of individual secessions proclaims a kind 
of literary anarchy, not altogether unrelated to Leon Trotsky's 
notion of "permanent revolution." Or might we, through Bakh­
tin, call it permanent carnival? 

Through the varied participants we have observed in the tra­
dition of theory that treats totalization - and ideology as its 
agent-as the antagonist, we have found literature functioning 
as the privileged agent of subversive resistance, indeed, of libera­
tion from the danger of an ideology that would absorb every­
thing into itself. In this tradition there is an insistence, in the 
interest of being inclusive rather than exclusive, on using litera­
ture to splinter any all-enclosing ideological structure. 

However, this conception of literature, as that which can lib­
erate us from the closures of ideology, inverts what had been the 
standard attack on formalist critics (since at least the heyday of 
the New Cr iticism) precisely for advocating a literary text's aes­
thetic closure and hence its totalized and totalizing character. In 
recent years we have seen the usual antiformalist attack turn 
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largely political: tracing formalism back to the rise of organicism 
in the nineteenth century and forward through its development 
into the New Criticism in the twentieth, it charged formalists, 
guilty as they were of organicist commitments, with imposing 
totalization upon their version of the literary text in its quest for 
closure. As antiformalism would have it, it was the literary text, 
as it was defined by organicists, that was to generate a self­
sealing form in the dynamic mutuality of all its internal rela­
tions, thereby seeking a totalization that excluded everything 
else. Accordingly, formalists had to condemn all nonfictional dis­
course because they saw it as unfortunately open to, and ruled 
by, the world of external generic meanings and hence as lacking 
the internal completeness of self-sufficiency. It is this common 
argument- that formalists must conceive of the literary as total­
ized and exclusive and of the nonliterary as open and inclusive -
that I have here been trying to turn around. 

The source of this version of the antiformalist argument is, 
as I have said, found in the emergence of formalism out of nine­
teenth-century organicism. It was this organicist call for an all­
enclosing unity that constituted the basis of the developing dis­
cipline of aesthetics in the nineteenth century. It was also this 
coupling of organicism with the aesthetic, and hence the formal, 
that antagonistic sociopolitical theorists charge with having re­
actionary political consequences. These theorists borrow and 
broaden Walter Benjamin's critique of "the aestheticization of 
the political," a phrase that haunts current political criticism, 
which uses it to leap from totalization in discourse to totalitarian­
ism in politics. 

According to this argument, the post-Kantian valorization of 
the aesthetic, because it is supposedly free of worldly "interest," 
is actually, however surreptitiously, in the service of a very strong 
interest, that of the existing power structure, which uses the 
power of the aesthetic to extend its sway.22 In this way totaliza­
tion in the aesthetic realm, as the product of organicism, leads 
to- or rather turns into- totalization, and hence the totalitar­
ian, in the political realm. The organically perfect literary work 
serves as the humanist's metonymic emblem of the all-master­
ing, totalitarian state. As in the model of Hegel, organicist as 
both aesthetician and theorist of history, the aesthetic overruns 
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and transforms the political as more and more complete unities, 
higher and higher syntheses, force upon every would-be errant 
particular its obligation to serve the universal, fulfilling its func­
tion in a higher unity, model of the nation-state system that turns 
utterly repressive in asserting its wholeness. And much of post­
modern theory has worked toward undoing these totalizat ions, 
first aesthetic but ultimately political, which are foisted upon us 
by such doctrine. 

A closer examination of what I have been calling the counter­
ideological t radition in theory reveals that, far f rom calling for a 
literature of closure, it would have literature, in its duplicity, per­
sistently resi st closure. Instead, it would find the agent of closure 
in ideological theory, as well as in the discourse it sanctions, even 
though it is just that sort of theory which seeks to indict the aes­
thetic for imposing closure. Ideological theorists may well be 
impatient w ith the complexities of the poetic fiction as it play­
fully develops itself, because it seems to exclude their interests. 
However, others I have been treating in th is chapter would argue 
that a carefu l reading finds those interests addressed, though only 
as they are exceeded. 

So, for the recent version of the counterideolog ical t radition, 
it is not literature that is seen as the discourse that rests upon the 
closure of universalizing assumptions, ack11owledged or unac­
knowledged; on the contrary, it is that other sort of discourse, 
which seems to ask not to be read poetically, that makes its co­
ercive ideological claims upon us, even when, as in its current 
guises, it would hide its essent ialist, metaphysical features. It is 
the latter discourse, which cannot help but serve ideology, that 
can be seen as repressive in the closed exclusiveness of its affirma­
t ions and denials. And it is the exemption from such a narrow 
mission, w ith the consequent indulgence in the space for play , 
that allows for the potential openness and the liberating effects 
of a literary text. 

It is likely, then, that the attack upon the formal conception 
of the integral l iterary text f or its totalizing character rests upon 
false grounds as long as that formal conception retains a counter­
ideological character. Such a rethink ing of the politics of dis­
course would persuade us to  reverse the ant i-aesthetic judgment 
about which texts are repressive and which texts open them-
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selves to admitting what is otherwise repressed. After all, what 

could be more inclusive than those texts that, as literary texts 
can, will admit, and give equal status to, the contradictory of any 
apparent proposition that stakes out an ideological claim? Or, to 
look at the other side and examine, in this light, the theory that 
would reject the aesthetic, what could be more exclusive in its 
totalization than an ideological call to action that would repress 
anything that gets in the way? The continuing impact of the 
counterideological reading of texts, as one that sees the literary 
as free of the logical and rhetorical constraints that discourse nor­
mally imposes, rests upon what it grants to the power of irony 
and, consequently, upon the unrestrained breadth of the materi­
als and conflicting attitudes that literature, with its counterideo­
logical license, can admit. 

Looked at this way rather than the other way around, totali­
zation is that which the discourse of ideology imposes, and it is 
that from which, potentially, the counterideological discourse 
of the literary text can liberate us. The emphasis of Foucauldian 
critics, as New Historicists, has been on the all-devouring power 
of any one of history's discourse formations. Nothing seems 
more closed and thus repressive than what Foucault termed an 
"episteme," a discursive formation that in its time created, ruled 
over, and was served by all the elements of its languages. Our dis­
course is totally enclosed by it, and so totally determined by it. 

But we must remind ourselves that much of the excitement 
generated by the early Foucault, as a poststructuralist, came from 
his insistence on the disruptive openings, the gaps, between "epi­
stemes," those jagged breaks that help to mark the end of one 
episteme and the beginning of the next. If we can focus upon 
those creases that are created by the fractures in history 's flow, 
and the role played by literature in bringing them about, then the 
potential for discursive freedom emerges for us. In contrast to 
the charge of a closed determinism that I have leveled at theoret­
ical movements that claim to follow Foucault, there is space for 
this postmodern freedom in Foucault's own earlier texts. Indeed, 
despite his theory of the controlling episteme, I should have ear­
lier included Foucault with Bakhtin and Lyotard as being among 
those who press the counterideological tendency in theory to its 
sociopolitical consequences. 
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Among Foucault's many commentators, David Carroll, who 
has studied these epistemic fissures in Foucault's version of our 
culture's history, has taught me the most. The title of one of 
Carroll's chapters immediately makes his focus clear: "Disrup­
tive Discourse and Critical Power/Foucault. "23 The chapter car­
ries out the promise of its title. After his discussion of the role 
Foucault assigns to Diderot's Rameau 's Nephew, Carroll writes 
that such disruptive texts "escape categorization and contextual­
ization and remain the only discursive elements not dependent 
on the epist:eme of their period" ( earlier defined as a period's 
"languages, institutions, ideologies, and discursive practices"). 
Disruptive texts "cannot be contained" by the episteme and thus 
"provide Foucault with a perspective outside each episteme, a 
perspective from which the episteme that is about to disappear 
and the one that is about to take over can be described and their 
'production:;' analyzed." Consequently, as a "leap of discourse 
beyond discourse" "through certain radical discursive practices," 
"literature at its most critical may constitute a 'counter-discourse,' 
as Foucault argues. " 

What is being claimed, clearly, is that even Foucault, unlike 
most of those who follow in his name, can be seen - at least in 
his early work- as privileging the literary text, so that, far from 
itself being closed, that text is granted the power to violate the 
predetermined totalization of the governing episteme. By freeing 
language, breaking through what is otherwise closed- break­
ing through, that is, those unrelenting, repressive structures of 
thought projected by history 's language-it can, according to 
Foucault, undermine and lead beyond the ruthless totality created 
by the discourses imposed by a period's ideology. 

However, after all that can be said on behalf of the single text 
as a carnivalizing instrument, as the autonomous fiction that 
counters any master fiction, and all that can be said on behalf of 
any theory that argues for such a text, we must worry- even 
here- about the temptations of universalizing, and hence essen­
tializing, such claims. For even negation itself has no immunity 
against such temptations. There may well be something self-de­
feating, or even dangerous, in the suggestion that carnival or sub­
version or even revolution should function as a permanent, and 
hence a uniiversal, process; that resistance should be raised to 
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institutional status. The consequence would be to press the anti­
systematic into becoming its own system, to counter one ideol­
ogy with another, even if it is one that ideologizes opposition.24 

If the subversive is turned into a universal, then the subver­
sive itself has become an ideology and as such will find itself seek­
ing to become a rival institution. It is in the nature of ideologies 
to find their institutional reflections, and it is in the nature of in­
stitutions, I fear, to create themselves even out of anti-institu­
tional motives. The declaration of the resistance to a universal­
to any ideology- by any particular in rebellion to it still ex­
poses that particular to the danger that its very resistance can 
become frozen into a universal. And what then would be the 
other, the counterideological resistance, to the counterideologi­
cal ideology? To turn the subversive- the counterideological­
into an institution with its companion ideology, a negative ide­
ology of "permanent revolution," ironically collapses all differ­
ences in the very act of calling for endless differentiation - and 
only differentiation. 

This is a significant danger and should recall us to our need 
to maintain some balance between the call for antisystematic 
subversion and our awareness of what the forgoing of rational 
system entails. Still, having noted the inevitable danger that 
accompanies a universal call for resistance against universals, I 
must observe that in these ideological days it is the pressure to 
resist, as well as the role of literature in supplying it, that is sorely 
needed. There may be moments in the history of theory when 
the counterideological swing becomes so strong as to force us to 
remind those indulging in it of the danger of their own drift into 
the ideology of negation. Such a moment exposed to that danger 
may well have existed, several decades back, under the aegis of 
late modernism. 

That is hardly the situation now; there is currently a far 
greater danger from the hegemonic rule of ideology, from one 
political wing or the other, than there is from an ideology of resis­
tance to ideology; a far greater danger from the rejection of the 
notion of the literary as counterideological than there is from an 
idolatry of the literary. Against those who would use Foucault to 
support their commitment to an ideologically based theory, we 
can say, claiming to speak in his spirit, that our current episteme 
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must not become the one in which we seek to freeze ourselves by 
theorizing ourselves out of the means- that is, the discourse- to 
break free of it. 

Even so, I again must acknowledge the importance of resist­
ing the opposite temptation, which besets those carrying forward 
the counterideological mission of literature: the temptation to 
thematize the oppositional elements of the literary text. We must 
guard against generalizing the carnivalizing resistance that we 
may read in the text, so that we emerge with a theory proclaiming 
resistance itself as the universal characteristic of all literature. 
One has to do quite a balancing act to let loose the counterideo­
logical potential of one literary text after another, while resisting 
the universalizing thematic consequences to which this proce­
dure might lead. But the balance is worth try ing to maintain, 
since such texts can help restore the vigor and the health of the 
body politic as long as they are interpreted as some of our less 
extreme counterideological critics have interpreted them: not as 
a negative ideological alternative to the dominant set of social 
values, so much as the creators of distrust in those values as the 
latter are monolithically imposed. Texts that are treated this way 
become responsive to our need to multiply these values and to 
complicate their constellations by emphasizing their capacity to 
thrive in the face of mutual differentiation and opposition. 

It may well be that what most makes literature worth study­
ing is what it reveals to us about ideology (as well as negative ide­
ology) by revealing its totalizing dangers to us. Plato may indeed 
have fostered the theory of imitation that subjected texts to being 
reflections of outside meanings; but for him, unhappily, they 
were too often the wrong outside meanings - not those sanc­
tioned by the reasonable order of the state, which had to guard 
against the dissident attractions of the literary. In the reactionary 
service of his ideal society, he insisted that the literary, with its 
endless variety, the restless oppositions within its manifold 
images, could, because of its powerful appeal, contaminate all 
discourse and create a subversive threat to the ruling language of 
his "republic" as a static entity. For this reason Plato, as author­
itarian, at times wanted to outlaw the arts for escaping the lofty 
mimetic role he would have liked them to perform as they in-
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dulged the lowly mimetic role that would, in its base appeal, con­
taminate the state and its discourse. 

Recognizing that same power in the arts, I am urging their 
indispensability- and never more than at the present time. 
Thinking of the monolithic character of the discourses we are 
likely to encounter today outside the arts, I can only hope for 
them to be contaminated by the discourses of the arts. As I have 
earlier suggested, the literary art performs perhaps its most 
important service for society by contaminating the reader's other 
reading experiences: by inducing the compliant reader to learn 
to read fully, to indulge in the play of the text's language and its 
fictions, thereby preparing that reader to find this sort of play 
and these fictions in a great variety of texts, many of them not 
ostensibly "literary" or "aesthetic." 

Thanks to the theoretical tendency whose history I have been 
tracing, which encourages in literature the resistance to the 
generic language of ideology, I can reject the metaphor of disease 
in that word "contaminate" and, instead, find in it an opening 
outward that contributes to a culture's health. So I conclude by 
reemphasizing the healthy skepticism produced by the verbal 
imagination as it has been charted by those who would probe its 
counterideological tendencies and would resist any easy submis­
sion to the veil of Maya. Such theorists are insisting on the power 
of the text to create beyond what its surrounding discourse has 
provided, on its power to surprise the compliant reader. And 
surprise is precisely what the text as read by ideological criticism 
must lack. 

So they would ask readers to be compliant, and thus more 
submissive to the powers of textuality than historical determin­
ism would allow- precisely because they are to remain open to 
being surprised by what they find in their reading. Nor is there 
any need for them to evade the political. On the contrary, in 
pressing their case, these theorists would seek to secure a con­
nection, at once firm and yet surely unreassuring, between the 
aesthetic and the anthropological as a feature of our political 
consciousness, which now would have in it some element of re­
sistance to the totalizing force of ideology; not just to this or that 
ideology, but to the narrows, if not the total enclosure, of the 
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ideological attachment itself. If, after Schiller, we now see that 
liberating consciousness as itself aesthetic, 25 we can feel a grati­
fication as political creatures in indulging the aesthetic even as 
we use it to look beyond. 



4 A Hortatory Conclusion 

I BEGAN THIS VOLUME BY TRACING THE ACADEMIC COMMITMENT 

to theory: its emergence out of the intense practice of literary 
criticism after that criticism had earlier flourished as the antag­
onistic successor to traditional historical scholarship. In this past 
half-century we have seen theory move from an auxiliary role, in 
which it sought to justify the practice of literary criticism, to the 
status of a self-conscious discipline, and then into its imperialis­
tic phase, in which it would doom that which it had been created 
to protect. For clearly, in the development of the theoretical enter­
prise into what is the present industry of theory, we have seen the 
extent to which it has become increasingly antagonistic to the 
practice of literary criticism. 

My own career has run parallel to these developments in 
their earlier stages, springing as it has from my original attempt 
to put theory into the controlling position I thought it should 
have in literary studies, so that it could weigh and put in place 
the roles of criticism and history as it sought to make systematic 
sense of the creation and reception of literary texts. In accord 
with the title of this book, I was unwittingly promoting nothing 
less than the institution of theory, though only for the sake of 
enhancing our understanding of literature itself and its function 
in the human economy. 

At the outset of my career, theory in the American academy 
was in a nascent stage, without power and with very little recog­
nition. Even the New Criticism, a movement that was the major 
influence on my early work, preferred not to look into its relation 
to theory. At such a moment of neglect, I could not then antic­
ipate that, in pressing for the just claims of theory, I was setting 
in motion forces that, once let loose, would impose themselves 
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imperialistically upon all the discourses of the "human sci­
ences," even to the point of dissolving the self-privileging claims 
of literary texts and their defenders. 

I concede that, almost forty y ears ago, when I first undertook 
my own early battles on behalf of theory against a recalcitrant 
scholarly establishment -against, that is, the institution of the 
sort of historical scholarship I now refer to as the Old Histori ­
cism-I did so primarily in order to press theory's special claims 
on behalf of the workings of lit erature. I identified theory with 
the "apology for poetry," which had assumed a number of forms 
throughout the history of criticism, and I saw myself as a "new 
apologist." B ehind my aggressive defense of what was then termed 
poetics was the assumption that there was then a special need for 
theory to be  pushed forward aggressively so that it could l et 
loose the repressed power of poetry-because I saw that it was 
poetry whose power was being repressed by what I have been 
calling the Old Historicism. 

However ambitious I was for theory, my efforts on its behalf, 
I now know, were to be self-limiting : I thought I was intending 
theory to be an instrument, not an instit ution. I hardly int ended 
to replace one institution with another-the instit ution of histor­
icism with the institution of theory-while poetry would suffer 
from one not much less than from the other. B ut subsequent 
development s have car ried theory far beyond my intention, and 
with others I -and my culture -now have to face the conse­
quences. I could not, in my early str uggles on behalf of theory, 
be aware of the extent to which, by becoming a rival institution 
to historicism, it could develop the potential eventually to in­
hibit, if not to stifle, the poet ry that it had been supposed to set 
free. 

So my championing of theory was originally limited to the 
service of the literary functions of the text that historical schol­
ars were not giving a chance to display themselves, so anxious 
were they to p ress only the text's historical -and hence deriva­
tive and reflective-function. B ut, as I have argued at greater 
length in Chapter r, once theory, as a generalizing discipline, 
went into business for itself and itself became an instit ution, it 
had to reduce, or att empt to reduce, all that the individual liter­
ary text might perform, in order to prevent that text f rom display-
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ing any powers that might subvert the a priori claims of a theory. 

In a number of places in my work I have referred to this excess, 

or diversion or subversion, in literary texts as "those more things 

on heaven and earth" than are dreamt of in any theorist's philos­

ophy.1 I have seen the poem and its antireductive interpreters as 
playing Hamlet to the theorist's Horatio. Perhaps from the begin­

ning I should have been more wary of the potential antagonism 

between the claims of poetry and the claims of theory, unless a 

theory could be cultivated that, in self-denial, would declare its 

need to give way before the performance of the poem. 
In my early book The Play and Place of Criticism (1967), I 

worked toward a criticism and a theory that, at the risk of being 
paradoxical, would fix a place for poetry while allowing it the 
freedom to play within that place. And, as late as my Theory of 
Criticism: A Tradition and Its System (1976), I tried to respect the 

tension that exists, and should exist, between literary theory 

and the literary work by acknowledging the "limits" necessarily 
placed on the "capacities" of theory to contain the individual 

works it would account for; by acknowledging, in other words, 

the "vanity" as well as the "value" of theory. By reserving for the 
literary text the chance to provoke a radically new response, unan­
ticipated by a prior theory that would seek in vain to account for 

it in advance, I must confess that I was conferring a unique priv­

ilege upon what the internal complexities of a literary text might 

perform. But, alas, theory now sees "privilege" as the self-expos­
ing word whose metaphorical implications open such thinking to 

the ravages of the political critique, which sees in it the self-pro­

tective prejudices of those who are socially empowered. 

In its allegiance to organicism, the theory of reading and eval­
uation behind the practice of the New Criticism exclusively priv­
ileged the internal manipulations of the language of the individ­
ual literary work. In so doing it was implicitly arguing for the 
power of the poem to thwart, by exceeding, any bounds set for 
it by the universal characterizations of any theory; in other 
words, arguing for the power of the poem to surprise even the 
most theoretically armed reader. The task of the interpreter­

critic was to perform the poem, or rather to allow the poem to 
perform itself: to set free its uniqueness, its newness, which any 

prior theory would force into the channels of a more generic dis-
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course. Thus the critic arrogated to himself or herself an extraor­

dinary and indispensable role, that of playing the middleman­
interpreter between the poem and the reader, while resisting fall­

ing into the universalizing traps of the theorist. This was the 

function that the critic, specially equipped, was to fulfill in bring­
ing the work--as R. P. Blackmur put it-to its full performance 

potential by bringing "to consciousness the means of perfor­

mance. "2 Despite the conservative and classical instincts of the 

New Critics, theirs was an unabashed romantic defense of the 
poem's potential originality, of its power, through what it per­
forms, to make culture even while it appears to have been made 

by culture. 

The New Critics were often charged with self-aggrandize­

ment in urging a theory of reading that, by elevating the single 
work into a sacred mystery of which they were the self-appointed 

priests, made their own function indispensable, as we have seen 

in my reference to Blackmur. Devoted as they were to poetic com­
plications, and thus bestowing the highest value upon the most 
intricately patterned works, they argued, in the wake of T. S. 

Eliot, for poetry 's need to be "difficult." So strongly did they 
press the need to find complexities in the interpretation of poems 

whose "difficulties" they insisted on searching out that the belle­

tristic establishment, doubting that poetry was as complex as 

they would have it, attacked them under the group name "the 

cult of obscurantism," a stigma that today may sound familiar. 
The New Cri1tics seemed to be arguing, in a self-inflating and self­
serving way, for a poetry that needed the critic to probe within 
it for us, a poetry that could not merely stand on its own before 

the common reader. This was indeed a priestly function. If 
poems were to be evaluated in proportion to their difficulty, then 
for the best of them we would need the critic (that is, those 

uncommon readers trained to be New Critics) to explicate their 
complexities. The cultural need for this sort of critic as teacher 
would be assured. 

I concede that this charge, beyond its being one among the 

many anti-New Critical weapons being wielded for some time 
now, may be worth thinking about seriously, as having an impact 
upon theory. To require the interpretive apparatus of the critic to 
read a poem tells us something about the special, otherwise un-
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decipherable, way in which poems speak. It is a way that would 

elude the dictatorial forms of our usual speech, our easy histor­

ical generalizations, and the universal pretensions of theory. If 

we grant the ideological character of theory on the one side, and 

on the other the counterideological propensities that much of 

our critical tradition has bestowed upon the literary, then the 

argument for literary complexity can be seen as just another of 
the many versions of the argument, which I have traced across 

the centuries in Chapter 3, for poetry's potential to undermine 
the language of any theory or any historical epoch that, by pre­

determining the poem, would limit its reach. 
The only theory that would tolerate this claim of the poem's 

counterideological power is one that would undo both itself and 

the very theoretical urge, by acknowledging its own impotence 

before all that the poem performs, all that it makes happen on its 

own. 3 Such a theory would empower poetry to undermine the 

no-longer-altogether determining forces of history, as well as the 

universalizing claims of theory, even while poetry is partly ex­
plained by both of them. But only partly, and for the more mod­

est theory the "partly" is not strong enough to account for, or to 
preclude, poetry's performative power, which calls for the spe­

cially trained perceptions of the critic. 

However, the version of theory that we have been watching 

emerge during these past decades was far less modest and self­

effacing as it pressed forward with its imperialistic ambitions. In 
its present institutional role, that sort of theory would over­

whelm the full performance potential of the individual poem no 
less than historicism did when it took the form of the Old Histor­

icism that first prompted, by way of opposition, the rise of the 
early literary theory that would authorize the New Critics to 
unleash poetry's powers. 

More recently, as an addendum to this narrative of theory's 
fortunes, theory has been having its own struggle for survival 

against the resurrected dominion of historicism, whose all-reduc­
ing determinism threatens to undermine the universalizing pre­
tensions that have guided theory's rise to institutional power. I 
am defining historicism, old or new, as a mode of interpretation 
that inflates sociohistorical contingency until it is seen as the uni­
versally exclusive shaper of our discourse-until it becomes what 
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Aristotle would have deemed a "sufficient" as well as a "neces­
sary" cause of all we write. Thus the transformation of the disci­

pline of history into the dogma of historicism, despite the latter's 

distrust of the transhistorical claims of theory, elevates historical 

causality to theoretical status, carrying with it all of theory's he­
gemonic pretensions against which historicism complains. Nev­

ertheless, the reborn historicist industry gains much of its im­

petus because of its claim to replace the theory industry. By 

introducing the one universal of contingency, historicism argues 

that in its newer form it precludes the possibility of theory, 
thereby delegitmating theory as we have known it and ushering 

in what it sees as a post-theoretical period. 

This recently renewed dedication to the relativizing hand of 

historical contingency would, of course, undermine poetry no 
less than theory, so that both poetry and theory are now strug­
gling to defend themselves against the claims of New Histori­

cism, even in its more sophisticated guise of neopragmatism. 

Not only would theory as we have known it lose its license, but 

poetry would be at least as disenfranchised by this historicism as 

it was by theory in its over-reaching moments. Of course, apol­
ogists for poetry would argue that the literary way of dealing 

with language shows its resistance to the one, history, as freely as 

it does to the other, theory. So, whatever the mutually destruc­
tive rivalry recently generated between theory and historicism, it 

is a combat in which poetry can have little stake, because recent 
history demonstrates that it cannot hope to be empowered by 
either, even as it resists both. But, as a postlude to the institution 
of theory, I have to examine that rivalry and its consequences. 

From the eighteenth century until now, we can observe a suc­
cession of oscillations between the dominance of theory at the 
expense of historicism and the dominance of historicism at the 
expense of theory. These have been oscillations between ap­
proaches buillt on spatial models to the exclusion of historical 
contingencies., and approaches built on temporal models to the 
exclusion of transhistorical universals. The philosophic urge to 
universalize our experiences sometimes has overpowered, and 
sometimes has been overpowered by, our awareness of contin­
gency, of the temporal flow of our experience, which is con­
stantly differentiating itself. 
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Hence one kind of distrust, our distrust of the philosopher's 

claim that we can attain a standing from which we can transcend 

the time in which we-always a differentiated "we" -drift along, 

is matched by another, opposed sort of distrust, our Socratic 

distrust of the historicist who would doom us to a Heraclitean 

flux. Spatializing theorists have reified the common elements 

they presume to find, whereas historicizing skeptics have wor­
ried about the constraints those theorists have had to impose 

upon the always differentiated moments that they want to merge 

into that commonality. Historicists have deconstructed the the­

orist's universal by subjecting it to the contingencies of the self­

differentiating moment, but could do so only by universalizing 

the dominion of the culturally relative. So perhaps even in the ex­

tremes of historicism the temporal has been captured by the spa­

tial, the historicist by the theorist within. 
I have pointed out that, in its current form, the struggle be­

tween the rival institutions of theory and historicism, which I 

have suggested may well be viewed as just another struggle be­

tween rival theoretical institutions, seems to have proceeded 

with the undisputed understanding by both sides that the liter­

ary has no distinctive license. In this agreement the combatants 

reveal that they are participating in a single swing of a second suc­

cession of oscillations that we have undergone these past two cen­

turies: that between moments in which the literary is the subject 
of a romantic idolatry because of the special visionary power it 

is granted, and moments in which the literary is taken as just one 

among many manifestations of a culture, without special entitle­
ments. These days both theorists and historicists usually join in 

the second of these, often even to the point of claiming that the 
category "literary" no longer has any authority or even, per­
haps, any meaning, beyond being the projection of an elitist's 

nostalgic wish. With a contempt reminiscent of Thomas Love 
Peacock's Four Ages of Poetry (1820 ), the protective attitude to­

ward the literary is declared obsolete. 
To propose that what is happening is only an oscillation in 

an extended series of oscillations is itself, of course, to take the 
long historical view. As I have suggested elsewhere, the historian 
might well unite with the theorist as joint ironists in asking, with 
Shakespeare, the double-edged question, "Whether revolution 
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be the same. "'4 Embedded in the question is the ambiguity of 

"revolution," a single substantive extension of the two very dif­

ferent verbs, ''·revolt" and "revolve," thereby suggesting at once 

utter disruption and bland continuity, both a breakthrough of 

the different and just more of the same. 

The exhilaration surrounding a new conception that claims 

to transform for good all that had been thought is greatly dimin­
ished by the suggestion that we are only engaging in the repeti­

tion of what has gone before. Yet every revolutionary movement 

is encompassed by the rhetoric that would expunge, or at least 

radically revise, all that has preceded it through the centuries. 

Indulging the myth of progress as a narrative form that is more 
spatial than temporal, the self-proclaimed new movement an­

nounces with its advent the end of the history of error. Even 

when the appeal is to a historicity that proclaims no constancy 

except the constancy of change, it carries the implication that it 

has arrived at the final truth and that theoretical history can at 

last have a stop. 

Of course history does not have a stop. Nor is it always 

necessarily moving upward as it moves onward. Nor, if we are to 

believe historicist arguments, is history moving in accordance 

with any definable shape, lest it also be subject to a theoretics of 

space. Still, one cannot historicize away all theory except by 

using a historicist model that itself turns out to be theoretical. So 

the attack by historicism on the possibility of theory-the denial 

of the very theoretical urge, as some sort of transhistorical, uni­
versalizing impulse-is made from a self-indicting position once 
historicism itself proves to be just another theory. Even if, in self­

defense, one claims that historicism is only a method rather than 
a theory, it must be asked whether anyone, Deconstructionist 

or Historicist., can have a method that does not, almost by its 
own momentum, grow into a transhistorical theory; and then 
whether there can be any theory that does not, at some point, 
persuade its propagator to essentialize, and hence to thematize, 
it into an implicit metaphysic. Put this way, the questions them­

selves imply the response. 

Any essentialized theoretical program (including the histori­

cist program, I now can say) imposes severe limits on a text 
whose emerging language system, wrapped in fictionality, would 
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generate potential meanings beyond the a priori predictions of 

the program. The history of literature is the story of certain texts 

(and, happily, their number and their sources, especially in re­

cent days, are being constantly and often radically enlarged) that 

remain teasingly out there, with a fullness in a part or the whole 

of them that challenges all we think we have known until we meet 

them; that keeps them beyond the confining reach of anything 

that theory and history have allowed us to bring to them; that 

contradicts all efforts to level them into common discourse. 

It is, then, hardly enough to replace theory as an institution 

with historical contingency as an institution because the latter 

also precludes the independently generative power of the text. 
The universal pretensions of theory are countermanded not only 

by historicist contingency, but also -together with historical 

commonplaces-by the holdout pressure of every resistant text. 

Theory should again be called upon to protect the literary text's 
resistance against ideology's repression, even though it is alien to 

theory's own universalizing interests to do so. It is not easy. The 
text as anti-ideological is, in its antiuniversal dedication, anti­

institutional: a theory that elevates the text (and the act of read­

ing it) to the institutional level has an anti-institutional safe­

guard-its commitment to resistance-built into it. As an institu­

tion, this sort of theory would be resisting its own institutional 

ideology in order to find a suppleness to match that of its end­
lessly restive subjects. In other words, theory must resist enjoy­

ing the institutional status it has achieved, but can do so only by 
bowing to the countertheoretical pressure of the poem. In this 

self-denying mood, it may discover its answer to historicism as 

well. 
Such a theory bids that we hold it lightly, so that we can 

return to the text, reading as free agents, open to being surprised 

by a verbal sequence that we can endow with the seductions of 
a fictional containment that resists whatever we bring with us to 
capture-to contain-it with. And we have been taught that 
there are many texts besides what are called "literary" texts upon 
which we can work-or do we allow them to work?-such an all­
disarming magic. Where the freedom of a self-conscious fiction 
encourages the play of action, of characters, of trope, of lan­

guage, it gives literature (or at least what we read as literature) a 
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special -I dare say privileged-place among the discourses, be­
cause it leads us to read momentary excursions into the literary 

by the other kinds of discourse: literature proper thus functions 

as a model for our reading the others, in part or whole, as liter­

ary. In this way, too, the study of the literary can resist any self­

enclosures and can break beyond any discursive boundaries, 

though only while it continues to cherish the uniqueness of its 

own project. 

Mine is a plea for theory to reengage the lingering promise of 

the aesthetic, despite all that has been said to delegitmate it, and 
to provide a place for a literary theory again. Of course we no 
longer speak today of aesthetic "objects" as if, in some ontolog­

ical sense, they had the requisite characteristics in them, whether 

we choose to discover or ignore them. Instead, we speak of a 

reader's or an observer's receptivity that has been shaped by a set 

of expectations about what should be there for that reader. It is 

that receptivity that I hope will open up to the aesthetic, which, 

in the verbal arts, is to say the literary fiction, whose self-con­

sciousness as fiction has been constituted as a conventional pat­

tern that our cultural tradition, in its aesthetic mode, has made 
available to our responsiveness. 

The literary may function as this self-conscious fiction as 
long as the reader (in response to what is taken to be the text's 

encouragement) chooses to read it that way. And different read­

ers may well argue about which texts, or portions of texts-os­
tensibly poetic or not-do or do not encourage such a reading, 
though we must be careful not to rule any of them in or out on 
merely generic grounds. For those of us anxious to preserve this 
way of reading, in distinction to others, the power we claim to 
find in any of these texts is related to our willingness to indulge 
its capacity to move us beyond the demarcations of its histori­
cally ordained period values -related, that is, to the counterideo­
logical way we read it. 

We have become accustomed, these days, to find that many 

texts, long revered on these grounds, are now condemned by 
being reduced to unsavory political motives, conscious or uncon­
scious. Their literary capacity is being dissolved into the ugly 
political ramifications of discursive practices they may well have 
absorbed from the language habits that surround them. And 
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surely it must be granted that many literary works we have long 

admired were composed and appreciated under political condi­

tions we now properly find most indefensible. Does it necessarily 

follow that our affection for these texts is now to be demystified, 

and perhaps altogether abandoned? that these texts are them­

selves similarly indefensible? This would be the case only if they 

did not go beyond reflecting the sociopolitical world around 

them. But instead, can we not still read them closely enough to 

discover how much of what we now detest in the value system 

that surrounds them is being challenged and even undercut by 
what we find in them? And can we not then admire them still? 

W hat, after all, can be more repressive than the wholesale 

rejection, or rejection piece by piece, of texts whose richness has 

functioned as literary for other historical moments (up to as 

recently, perhaps, as three decades ago), simply by taking cri­

teria from current ideology, bestowing universal authority upon 

them, and then applying them retroactively upon those texts? 

Does not this rejection display an arrogance, a lack of self­

awareness, that rests on the exemption of ourselves from the his­
torical and political contingencies that we insist upon for all 
others? My complaint might be answered by an insistence that 

until now, with the current strain of right thinking that we pride 

ourselves on sharing, no historical moment, and hence no one 

until us, had got it right. Such a naive attachment to the idea of 

progress implies, if it does not say explicitly, that latest is best: 

that our history of thinking and writing is the history of igno­

rance and error-and worse, of prejudice and oppression. Would 
it even then follow that our literary works of the past are just as 

inferior to what, from our privileged position, is now being pro­
duced? One would not have much difficulty in producing empir­
ical evidence to the contrary, I fear. 5 

Too many current interpretations are stunted by the desire to 

bring down older works by tracing them to predictable political 
causes and finding them productive of predictable political con­
sequences, from both ends thinning their meaning. These only 
make more evident the need for the interpreter to indulge read­

ings that allow the potential in the text for the resistance to ide­
ology to display itself. This indulgence can occur only to the 

extent that the reader grants to the text the freedom to play with 
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the givens of iits inherited discourse, a freedom that derives from 

a fictional, and hence aesthetic, separateness from what is usu­

ally expected of discourse. 

Among the arts, the literary may be the most vulnerable ver­

sion of the aesthetic because it depends upon a material, just 

words, that is the common vehicle of all discourse: it can wear 

any privilege bestowed upon it only through an act of faith by the 

bestower. And it is the self-consciousness of those projected fic­

tions as aesthetic entities that induces us to make that act of faith. 

In making it, we would have to respond to the literary play of lan­

guage that leads us to avoid the monolithic; that allows this lan­

guage, as we open ourselves to it, to complicate itself in ways to 

which Deconstructionists have newly alerted us. Through this 

sort of reading we open ourselves to a verbal world that, through 

excess, transgresses what our language, as forced upon us by our 

culture and by our theories, has until then provided for our vi­

sion. That vision, moral and political as well as aesthetic, is re­

defined accordingly. And so is our language, sometimes even to 

the point of rewriting the language of our cultures. 
The language of a culture has constantly to be rewritten if it 

is to be responsive to the intricacies of our consciousness, which 

resist the attempts of the existing cultural discourse to represent 

them. It is the failure of our usual sort of verbal representation 

that makes verbal representation in its several disfiguring, but 

highly figured., forms anthropologically necessary. In the literary 
text, words are, after all, not about themselves -as Deconstruc­
tionist theory these days is too often, and often inaccurately, 
charged with saying-but about that in the world of our con­

sciousness, of our inner experience, which ordinarily resists 

being represented by them. The extraordinary text, or the ex­
traordinary in texts, manages, for those who read for the extraor­
dinary, to come close to opening that world for us. 

My argument may well be just another plea to allow a chance 

for the extraordinary particular, which is not already contained 

within a ruling universal, to disclose what without it we could 
not have anticiipated. I look forward wistfully-though not hope­
fully, I fear-to a criticism in which sociohistorical and literary 
critics make common cause in illuminating a culture's conscious-
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ness, not by resting in the more secure assertions found in its 

other discourses, but by searching out those problematic clusters 
of meaning complexes that only literary discourse-or discourse 

read as literary-can yield. How can literary texts find the free­

dom to generate attitudes toward ideology, or counterideology, 

if they themselves are ideology-determined? The answer may be 

found in the special configurations of their language-which 

also encompasses both figuration and disfiguration -as it has 

been made historically available, but also as it has been manip­

ulated by the subject as author. Must we abandon the hope for 

human subjects, by means of such texts, to drive history, once we 

concede the extent to which it is history and its institutions, with 

their ideological basis, that drive our texts, and us by means of 

them? Despite the persuasive challenge that historicism in its 

political mode presses upon literature, can a theory of reading 
ignore the power we grant to literature to expose the existential 

paradoxes at the base of the human condition of every subject, 

regardless of the specific political context? 

This may hardly seem the time, given recent tendencies in 

theory and historicism alike, to put forward the power of the 

subject-by way of a transcendental self, post-Kantian style­

because that vision has been rejected as a self-delusion cultivated 

to protect the bourgeois dream of a private freedom. But how 

can we attribute to the text, during the scrupulous act of our 

reading it, such powers as I have suggested, without reintroduc­

ing the authority of human consciousness-yes, the exiled hu­

man subject-despite the denials that acute epistemological and 
semiotic skepticism has recently and often persuasively imposed 

upon us? This consciousness must, more than ever today, seek 
to contain multitudes -still the multitudes that Walt Whitman's 
ego would contain -even while watching them disperse into 

historical contingencies. Or is this not to confess that, perhaps, 

as Frank Lentricchia charged, mine is "the last romanticism" 

after all? 6 

Nor may this be the final irony that history visits upon me. 
As I look back over the many years and books to the start of my 

career, now four decades ago, I hope my argument has grown 

and changed, or at least that it has thickened with qualifications, 
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so that it rests on very different grounds from those from which 

it emerged originally. Still, how should I respond if one were to 
turn the words of my own earliest title against me now and 

charge me with being, after all these years and books, a renewed 
apologist for poetry? 

Guilty . 



Notes 

CHAPTER 1. Institutionalizing Theory 

1. I had to remark also that culture has become a rather magic, if polit­

ically loaded, word in the United States during these last years, although 

hardly in the limited sense of the term made familiar to us for many decades 

by anthropologists. I had just learned that the institute I was addressing was 

shortly to receive a new name, in which the word culture was to be replaced 

by the word studies. In the United States, I said, things were moving in the 

opposite direction, because, with culture having become a sacred term, it 

would be more likely to be used to replace studies in giving title to an entity 

than the other way around. But that is part of the story I was to tell, and am 

to tell here, part of the history of our politics and our institutions. 

2. In my book of that title, Words about Words: Theory, Criticism, and 

the Literary Text (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988). 

3. I must own up to my own earlier book that used those words in its 

title, Theory of Criticism: A Tradition and Its System (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1976). In it my notion of theory had the restric­

tions I am describing here. 

4. It is true that textualist Deconstruction forms a major and widely 

influential movement that comes between the heyday of the New Criticism 

and the various versions of the New Historicism that are dominant today. 

But it is these latter that not only complete the expulsion of the literary but 

also insist upon a broad and multidisciplinary domain of psychosocial the­
ory that would claim the center of academic power. 

Throughout these chapters, I use the phrase "New Historicism" to cover 
a far broader variety of theorists than those (represented most prominently 

by Stephen Greenblatt and the Representations group and their Americanist 

allies) to whom that name is most narrowly applied. I prefer this blanket 

usage even if it verges on inaccuracy with respect to what various groups call 

themselves. The poststructuralist attempt to return to explanation by histor­

ical contingency, though always through an intense concern with language, 

characterizes Neo-Marxist, Cultural Materialist, Feminist, various minori­

tist, and Gay and Lesbian theorists, all of whom-to the extent that they are 
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also poststructuralists-have some indebtedness to Foucault's view of "dis­
course formations." 

5. This phrase is the heart of Fredric Jameson's book The Political 

Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: Cornell Univer­
sity Press, 1981), especially his lengthy first chapter (pp. 17-102). 

CHAPTER 2. Two Faces of an Old Argument 

1. We can also see in this argument only a newer version of the opposi­
tion I discussed earlier between Tory and Whig criticism, between those 
who encouraged imitation and those who wanted only original genius. 

2. The essay was published in the Kenyon Review 1 (1939): 251-56. 
3. My allusion is obviously to the title of a book by Yvor Winters: Prim­

itivism and Decadence: A Study of American Experimental Poetry (New 
York: Arrow Editions, 1937). It was Winters, I should add, who in the same 
spirit provided to modernist criticism the major distinction between the 
native English and the borrowed Italianate styles in the English Renaissance 
lyric, praising those "plain-style" poets who resisted the elegant, ornamental 
Continental inl3uences. See his "The Sixteenth Century Lyric in England," 
Poetry 53 (1939): 258-72, 320-35; 54 (1939): 35-51. 

4. In this emphasis on the differentness of the American experience and, 
hence, of American literature, this argument anticipates the anticanonical 
championing today of texts produced by marginal cultures. However, 
unlike the earlier struggles for the unified vision of an American literature, 
true to the American experience, recent movements have adapted their argu­

ments to their vision of a multiplicity of American experiences matching the 
diversity of a fractured, multicultural society. I cannot overemphasize the 
importance of this difference. 

5. The major theorist responsible for this turn was Hayden White, who, 
from his early work, Metahistory (1972), and the later Tropics of Discourse 

(1978), led the way for a rethinking of the narratological and tropological 
basis of history as discourse. 

6. Among many other places in his work, see Stephen Greenblatt, "Cap­
italist Culture and the Circulatory System," in The Aims of Representation: 

Subject/Text/History, ed. Murray Krieger (New York: Columbia Univer­

sity Press, 1987), pp. 257-73. 

7. I have already acknowledged (see chap. 1, n. 4) that I mean to expand 
the domain of the New Historicism to include Cultural, Neo-Marxist, Fem­
inist, minoritist, and Gay and Lesbian theorists, along with the Foucauldian 
group we associate with the Berkeley journal Representations. Despite vast 
differences in objectives and emphases among them, they share an ultimate 
dependence on the assertion and repressiveness of sociopolitical power, and 
they impose th.at dependence upon the texts they treat. 

8. In Chapter 3 I will argue, though postdeconstructively, for the distinc-
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tion between the kind of deconstructive act that occurs when responding to 

a text that has elements of poetic fictions in it and the kind of deconstructive 

act that occurs when responding to a text that is-"nonpoetically"-os­

tensibly addressed to more unilinear objectives. In the former we can simply 
follow the poem's self-deconstructive lead, but in the latter we must decon­

struct the set of unilinear intentions that controls the usual predeconstruc­

tive reading: deconstruct it by reading "against the grain, " thereby bringing 

the text from its origin in the subject-author's intentionality into the open 

realm of textuality. My suggestion gives a priority to the poem as that which 

has taught the deconstructive reading technique to the commentator for use 
on other texts. But this is my distinction, not one that would be acknowl­

edged in these terms by Deconstructionists. 

9. It is important to make clear the wide-ranging meaning-well beyond 

a single, discrete verbal work or a book-that Deconstruction, in the wake 

of Derrida, means to give to "text" and "textuality." The strength of Der­

rida's appeal rests on this special sense of "text" that appears repeatedly in 

his work and that he believes leaves a door open to the political for him. He 

resents those who would claim that it must be closed. He makes a strongly 

polemical defense of this broad sense of "text" (as an ever-enlarging semio­

tic realm hardly restricted to the single verbal sequence we usually refer to 

as "a text") in his "Critical Response II: But, beyond . . .  (Open Letter to 

Anne McClintock and Rob Nixon), " trans. Peggy Kamuf, Critical Inquiry 

13 (Autumn 1986): 155-70, esp. 167-70. 

ro. I must, for my summarizing purposes here, resist the temptation of 

saying, rather, that it gives all power to the free-wheeling creativity of the 

reader. 

CHAPTER 3. The Ideological Imperative and Counterideological Resistance 

r .  I remind the reader that New Historicists, because they are com­

mitted to a poststructuralist semiotic, would deny that "life, " or the social 

context of a particular historical moment, can be referred to in language as 

an unproblematic, neutral fixed point of reference in order to explain the 

less stable signs of a literary text. See my discussion of this issue in Chapter 

2, above. 

2. This didactic appeal can easily be-and in recent years has easily 

been -demystified into the revelation that what is being appealed to are not 

any universal moral truths that are embedded in the nature of things (al­

though this is what is often being claimed), but only the projections of the 

need of those holding (or seeking) power in order to make certain proposi­

tions obligatory and to make the literary work serve those propositions by 

reflecting them in its individual fictions: life as it ought to be, though only 

for those who must have it that way. Of course, the appeal to "the nature of 

things" is the metaphysical claim that calls for deconstruction. 
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3. The "Neo-Humanists" and the Marxists of the thirties and forties 

came from opposite ends of the political spectrum to join in the method­

ologically similar claim that literary works should be seen as no more than 

allegories of the ideological visions that they would have each fiction serve. 

Such visions are latent within the cultural context as the structures of power 

create and shape that context, provided some group with power or some 

group seeking power could only have its way. 

4. Besides the different but overlapping models of subtextuality drawn 

from Marx and Foucault, which in different ways serve the politics of power 

(in the case of Marx economic class power), the Lacanian model may also 

be invoked to reflect the promptings of private desire. But this psychoanalyt­

ical one can also, through language as an expression of Jameson's political 

unconscious, be made to reinforce the sociopolitical model. 

5. I must confess to borrowing the window-to-mirror allegory from a 

very early book of mine, A Window to Criticism: Shakespeare's Sonnets and 

Modern Poetic, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964). 

6. Of course, later Neo-Platonists, by changing the poem's object of imi­

tation from the worldly to the ideal, found a way for the mimetic poet, by 

aiming at "poetic justice, " to be didactic in a way that would have satisfied 

Plato. 

7. In the often-cited chapter 14 of Biographia Literaria (1817). 

8. Among other places throughout their work, see Schopenhauer, The 

World as Will and Idea (1819); Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (1871);  and 

Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic (1900). 

9. Again in chapter 14 of his Biographia Literaria. 

ro .  See especially Arnold's "The Study of Poetry" (1880), which seeks 

to find an indispensable role for poetry outside the cognitive role of science. 

I discuss this aspect of Arnold's thought in "The Critical Legacy of Matthew 

Arnold: or, The Strange Brotherhood of T. S. Eliot, I. A. Richards, and 

Northrop Frye, " which is reprinted in my Poetic Presence and Illusion: Es­

says in Critical History and Theory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1979 ) .  

11 . This distinction occurs throughout the early Richards. See espe­

cially his Science and Poetry (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1926). 

12. I. A. Richards, Principles of Literary Criticism (London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, 1924), p. 250. 

13. The more obvious "model New Critic" might seem to be John 

Crowe Ransom, who gave the movement its name and momentum with his 
book, The New Criticism (Norfolk, Conn. :  New Directions, 1941). Ran­

som goes further than Richards or Brooks because of his explicitly anti­

Platonic and anti-Hegelian insistence on the poem's freedom from the realm 

of action and action's univocal, all-subjecting discourse. For Ransom the 

poem indulges a discourse that permits itself to have "texturally" rich 

"meanderings" from the strict paths of "logical" meaning in order to engage 
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the world of things in its fullness. It thus escapes the totalitarian control that 

we associate with the language of science or of action. Ransom himself 

observes the importance of the political metaphor: "It was the political way 
of thinking which gave me the first analogy which seemed valid." Unlike 

discourse under the Platonic and Hegelian dispensation, "the poem was like 

a democratic state, in action, and observed both macroscopically and micro­

scopically." (The passage is from "Criticism as Pure Speculation," a fre­

quently reprinted essay that first appeared in 1940 as a preview of the 

arguments pursued in The New Criticism a year later. ) But, however free 

Ransom's poem is from the control of "Platonic" or "Hegelian" discourse, 

the ideological and thus the counterideological are not really his primary 

concern. 

14. Among many places in Cleanth Brooks, see especially "The Prob­

lem of Belief and the Problem of Cognition," in The Well- Wrought Urn 
(New York: Reyna! and Hitchcock, 1947), pp. 226-38. 

15. This quest is usually associated with an organicism attributed to the 

followers of Coleridge (often cited by them as the author of the definition of 

imagination as "the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant 

qualities"-Biographia Literaria, chap. 14). I have elsewhere tried at length 

to argue that organicism, once carefully examined, can be shown to be 

addressing itself as much to a continual dispersal as to the drive to an ulti­

mate unity. Notions like irony in the New Criticism can similarly be seen as 

pointing both ways, functioning as shotgun as well as arrow. My associa­

tion of this kind of criticism with the counterideological, so crucial to the 

argument of this essay, depends on reading the organicist's irony as point­

ing both ways. I present this revisionist reading of the organicist tradition 

behind the New Criticism in my A Reopening of Closure: Organicism 
against Itself (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989). 

16. Paul de Man, "The Epistemology of Metaphor," Critical Inquiry 5 
( 1978): 13-30. Besides Locke, in this essay de Man similarly takes on Con­

dillac and Kant, two others who represent the extreme version of apparently 

straightforward, logical, unambiguous, and "unpoetic" thinking. 

17. Not that there are not differences of emphases even where similari­

ties of interpretive strategies appear. A recent posthumous collection of de 

Man's essays contains the comments he delivered in 1981 to a paper of mine 

in which I dealt briefly with Keats's "Ode to a Nightingale." He specifies his 

disagreement-within areas of agreement-with my reading of this poem. 

The difference between our readings rests upon his greater emphasis upon 

a disruptive moment that we both find in the poem's fiction. But while I seek 

to reabsorb that moment, he insists that its disruptive force remains intact 

and should be allowed to leave the poem torn asunder. I am referring to his 

"Murray Krieger: A Commentary," in his Romanticism and Contemporary 
Criticism: The Gauss Seminar and Other Papers, ed. E. S. Burt, Kevin New­

mark, and Andrzej Warminski (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
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1993), pp. 181--87. The essay of mine that he is discussing is " 'A Waking 

Dream': The Symbolic Alternative to Allegory, "  reprinted in my Words 

about Words about Words: Theory, Criticism, and the Literary Text (Balti­

more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), pp. 271-88. 

18. I must in fairness add that de Man did more, in differing from the 

New Criticism, than treat all texts in ways that New Critics reserved for the 

special structures of language that they called literary. His war on unity of 

meaning, which allowed him to find common ground among texts that we 

used to think of as nonliterary as well as literary, also led him to argue for 

the openness of all texts, an openness to other texts , indeed to textuality at 

large. It is this insistence about texts, that none are closed, which for him jus­

tifies the search for similar dispersive rhetorical principles among them. 

19. Wolfgang Iser, "Representation: A Performative Act," in The Aims 

of Representation: Subject/Text/History, ed. Murray Krieger (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1987), esp. p. 221. 

20 . I take the word mandarin from Frank Lentricchia, who uses it, as he 

does the word hedonist, to characterize those critical aesthetes who are 

guilty of what he treats as asocial escapism (see After the New Criticism 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980). 

21. In making this qualified statement, I am thinking primarily of Bakh­

tin, whose interest in the dialogical character of literature focused on the sin­

gle genre-or for him, antigenre-of the novel. 

22. It is largely for this reason that Bertolt Brecht pleads with audiences 

to resist the theater of illusion, which uses the aesthetic to enhance the hold 

of bourgeois society upon them. 

23. Chaptn 5 of David Carroll's Paraesthetics: Foucault/Lyotard/Der­

rida (New York: Methuen, 1987 ), pp. 107-29. The quotations that follow 

are taken from pp. n2-17. 

24. I deal with this dangerous temptation in "From Theory to Thema­

tics : The Ideological Underside of Recent Theory, "  in Words about Words 

about Words, pp. 43-63. See esp. pp. 50-57, in which I deal with the ideolog­

ical implications of the counterideological apology for poetry, including my 

own. 

25. I am referring, of course, to Schiller's Letters on the Aesthetic Edu­

cation of Man (1795). 

CHAPTER 4. A Hortatory Conclusion 

I. Most recently, I must confess , this allusion appears in Chapter 3 

above. 

2. R. P. Blackmur, "The Critic's Job of Work," Hudson Review 1 

(1948): 171. 

3. What I am saying here is similar to Hillis Miller's continual insis­

tence, in his recent writings on the "performative" power of literature, that 
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the text has the power to "make something happen."  This is a strong way 

of seeing its force as primary, not relegating it to a mere reflection of a per­

formative power lodged elsewhere, whether in theory or history. 

4. In my essay "Literary Invention, Critical Fashion , and the Impulse 

to Theoretical Change: 'Or Whether Revolution Be the Same,' "  in Words 

about Words about Words: Theory, Criticism, and the Literary Text (Balti­

more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), pp. 64-89. The quotation 

(more completely, the sentence reads "Whether we are mended, or where 

better they, I Or whether revolution be the same") is taken from Shake­

speare's Sonnet 59 , "If there be nothing new, but that which is / Hath been 

before." Like all who have been concerned about the optimistic myth of 

progress on the one hand and the cynical acceptance of eternal return on the 

other, the speaker is asking whether the present truly represents an improve­

ment over the past or "whether revolution be the same." True to the Petrar­

chan convention, he concludes - though this is hardly supportive of my 

concerns -by affirming the superiority of his beloved despite his skeptical 

awareness. 

5. For more of this argument, I refer the reader to my essay "The Arts 

and the Idea of Progress," reprinted in Words about Words about Words, 

pp. 20-42. 

6. Frank Lentricchia, "Murray Krieger's Last Romanticism, " in After 

the New Criticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980 ), pp. 212-54. 
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