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PREFACE

Since this book was first published in 1983, there have
been a number of important developments in the field of
literary theory. The current of theory known as deconstruc-
tion, and associated chiefly with the work of the French
philosopher Jacques Derrida, has waned somewhat in influ-
ence, while feminist literary theory in particular has made
some major advances. Structuralism is now definitively over
as an intellectual movement, whereas psychoanalytic and
semiotic criticism continue to flourish in the West. The 1980s
saw the rise of a new critical movement known as the ‘new
historicism’, chiefly associated with certain American critics
and powerfully influenced by the work of the French philoso-
pher Michel Foucault. But that, too, is now fading somewhat,
and nothing has really replaced it. Marxist criticism, as with
Marxist theory in general, found itself much on the defen-
sive during the era of Reagan and Thatcher, when a notable
shift to the political right marked almost all of the Western
societies; and Marxism has of course encountered further
problems in the West with the collapse of the Soviet empire.
It should be pointed out, however, that few Western Marx-
ist theorists since the 1930s have entertained any illusions
about the nature of the Stalinist regimes of the East, so that
to this extent Marxist thinkers in the West have been more
discomforted than disillusioned.

Over the past few years, particularly in the United
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States, literary theory has become a target for attack by a
number of conservative academics and politicians. Indeed, so
intense have some of these assaults been, and so vigorous
the contentions associated with them, that one might claim
that the university campuses in the USA have become once
again ‘politicised’ for the first time since the 1960s. The
politicisation is in no sense as militant and widespread as it
was in that former period; but, now as then, it has centred
largely on the role of the so-called ‘humanities’ in advanced
Western capitalist societies. Literary theory has been seen as
posing a threat to a certain traditional conception of the
humanities — namely, to the assumption that the humanities,
and perhaps literature in particular, express and encapsulate
what might be termed ‘universal’ human value, or an ‘es-
sence’ of humanity. Those social groups in the USA and
Britain currently excluded in part from full political power
— notably women and members of ethnic minorities — have
challenged the supposed ‘universal’ nature of the values
embodied in the literary canon, drawing attention instead to
the biased, limited and parochial nature of what the white
Western male academy sees, unproblematically, as ‘great’
works of literature and art. At the root of these literary
debates, then, are a set of much more fundamental ques-
tions about Western political society as a whole, which is
becoming increasingly ‘multicultural’ in character, where femi-
nism is still a strong political force, -aﬁd where the tradi-
tional ideological consensus to which ‘literature’ has

belonged can thus be seen to be collapsing. Important liter-



10 XSTRHEH%

ary debates are in my view always about more than the
merely literary; and that this is so is well exemplified by
the current conflicts, especially in the USA, between
‘theorists’ and ‘humanists’. It is hardly an exaggeration to
say that literary theory is now playing its part in challenging
a whole traditional conception of ‘national identity’; and if
it is important at all, it is important for these kinds of polit-
ical reasons, rather than simply as part of an abstract,
academic enquiry. In the world of multinational capitalism,
many traditional national identities feel themselves threat-
ened and under siege; and in this situation conservative crit-
ics will appeal to their national literatures as a bulwark
against such cosmopolitan influences. If this literature then
itself appears to be threatened, by those theorists who offer
to demystify, deconstruct, historicise or ‘feminise’ it, a politi-
cal and intellectual crisis is bound to ensue.

I welcome the fact that, in the midst of these impor-
tant debates, my book has become avaijlable in Taiwan — a
society which can surely recognise, in its own fashion, many
of these problems. They are problems of common concern;
and I am delighted to have this opportunity of sharing my

thoughts on these questions with a wider audience.

T. E.
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