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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China,
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic
understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Preface to the Second Edition

This book is an attempt to make modern literary theory intelligible and
attractive to as wide a readership as possible. Since it first appeared in 1983,
I am gratified to report that it has been studied by lawyers as well as literary
critics, anthropologists as well as cultural theorists. In one sense, perhaps,
this isn’t all that surprising. As the book itself tries to demonstrate, there is
in fact no ‘literary theory’, in the sense of a body of theory which springs
from, or is applicable to, literature alone. None of the approaches outlined in
this book, from phenomenology and semiotics to structuralism and psycho-
analysis, is simply concerned with ‘literary’ writing. On the contrary, they all
emerged from other areas of the humanities, and have implications well
beyond literature itself. This, I imagine, has been one reason for the book’s
popularity, and one reason which makes a new edition of it worthwhile. But
I have also been struck by the number of non-academic readers it has
attracted. Unlike most such works, it has managed to reach a readership
beyond academia, and this is especially interesting in the light of literary
theory’s so-called elitism. If it #s a difficult, even esoteric language, then it
seems to be one which interests people who have never seen the inside of a
university; and if this is so, then some of those inside universitics who
dismiss it for its esotericism ought to think again. It is encouraging, anyway,
that in a postmodern age in which meaning, like everything else, is expected
to be instantly consumable, there are those who have found the labour of
acquiring new ways of speaking of literature to be worthwhile.

Some literary theory has indeed been excessively in-group and
obscurantist, and this book represents one attempt to undo that damage and
make it more widely accessible. But there is another sense in which such
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theory is the very reverse of elitist. What is truly elitist in literary studies is
the idea that works of literature can only be appreciated by those with a
particular sort of cultural breeding. There are those who have ‘literary
values’ in their bones, and those who languish in the outer darkness. One
important reason for the growth of literary theory since the 1960s was the
gradual breakdown of this assumption, under the impact of new kinds of
students entering higher education from supposedly ‘uncultivated’ back-
grounds. Theory was a way of emancipating literary works from the
stranglehold of a ‘civilized sensibility’, and throwing them open to a kind of
analysis in which, in principle at least, anyone could participate. Those who
complain of the difficulty of such theory would often, ironically enough, not
expect to understand a textbook of biology or chemical engineering straight
off. Why then should literary studies be any different? Perhaps because we
expect literature itself to be an ‘ordinary’ kind of language instantly available
to everyone; but this is itself a very particular ‘theory’ of literature. Properly
understood, literary theory is shaped by a democratic impulse rather than an
elitist one; and to this extent, when it does lapse into the turgidly unreadable,
it is being untrue to its own historical roots.

T. E.
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students and critics also protest that literary theory ‘gets in between the
reader and the work’. The simple response to this is that without some kind
of theory, however unreflective and implicit, we would not know what a
‘literary work’ was in the first place, or how we were to read it. Hostility
to theory usually means an opposition to other people’s theories and an
oblivion of one’s own. One purpose of this book is to lift that repression and
allow us to remember.

T. E.
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material fact, whose functioning could be analysed rather as one could
examine a machine. It was made of words, not of objects or feelings, and it
was a mistake to see it as the expression of an author’s mind. Pushkin’s
Eugene Onegin, Osip Brik once airily remarked, would have been written
even if Pushkin had not lived.

Formalism was essentially the application of linguistics to the study of
literature; and because the linguistics in question were of a formal kind,
concerned with the structures of language rather than with what one might
actually say, the Formalists passed over the analysis of literary ‘content’
(where one might always be tempted into psychology or sociology) for the
study of literary form. Far from seeing form as the expression of content,
they stood the relationship on its head: content was merely the ‘motivation’
of form, an occasion or convenience for a particular kind of formal exercise.
Don Quixote is not ‘about’ the character of that name: the character is just a
device for holding together different kinds of narrative technique. Animal
Farm for the Formalists would not be an allegory of Stalinism; on the
contrary, Stalinism would simply provide a useful opportunity for the con-
struction of an allegory. It was this perverse insistence which won for the
Formalists their derogatory name from their antagonists; and though they
did not deny that art had a relation to social reality — indeed some of them
were closely associated with the Bolsheviks — they provocatively claimed
that this relation was not the critic’s business.

The Formalists started out by seeing the literary work as a more or less
arbitrary assemblage of ‘devices’, and only later came to see these devices as
interrelated elements or ‘functions’ within a total textual system. ‘Devices’
included sound, imagery, rhythm, syntax, metre, rhyme, narrative tech-
niques, in fact the whole stock of formal literary elements; and what all of
these elements had in common was their ‘estranging’ or ‘defamiliarizing’
effect. What was specific to literary language, what distinguished it from
other forms of discourse, was that it ‘deformed’ ordinary language in various
ways. Under the pressure of literary devices, ordinary language was intensi-
fied, condensed, twisted, telescoped, drawn out, turned on its head. It was
language ‘made strange’; and because of this estrangement, the everyday
world was also suddenly made unfamiliar. In the routines of everyday
speech, our perceptions of and responses to reality become stale, blunted, or,
as the Formalists would say, ‘automatized’. Literature, by forcing us into a
dramatic awareness of language, refreshes these habitual responses and
renders objects more ‘perceptible’. By having to grapple with language in a
more strenuous, self-conscious way than usual, the world which that lan-
guage contains is vividly renewed. The poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins
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this statement in metre that we are not supposed to ask whether he actually
had a lover who for some bizarre reason seemed to him to resemble a rose.
He is telling us something about women and love in general. Literature,
then, we might say, is ‘non-pragmatic’ discourse: unlike biology textbooks
and notes to the milkman it serves no immediate practical purpose, but is to
be taken as referring to a general state of affairs. Sometimes, though not
always, it may employ peculiar language as though to make this fact obvious
— to signal that what is at stake is a way of talking about a woman, rather than
any particular real-life woman. This focusing on the way of talking, rather
than on the reality of what is talked about, is sometimes taken to indicate that
we mean by literature a kind of self-referential language, a language which
talks about itself.

There are, however, problems with this way of defining literature too. For
one thing, it would probably have come as a surprise to George Orwell to
hear that his essays were to be read as though the topics he discussed were
less important than the way he discussed them. In much that is classified as
literature, the truth-value and practical relevance of what is said is consid-
ered important to the overall effect. But even if treating discourse ‘non-

.pragmatically’ is part of what is meant by ‘literature’, then it follows from
this ‘definition’ that literature cannot in fact be ‘objectively’ defined. It
leaves the definition of literature up to how somebody decides to read, not to
the nature of what is written. There are certain kinds of writing — poems,
plays, novels — which are fairly obviously intended to be ‘non-pragmatic’ in
this sense, but this does not guarantee that they will actually be read in this
way. I might well read Gibbon’s account of the Roman empire not because
I am misguided enough to believe that it will be reliably informative about
ancient Rome but because I enjoy Gibbon’s prose style, or revel in images of
human corruption whatever their historical source. But I might read Robert
Burns’s poem because it is not clear to me, as a Japanese horticulturalist,
whether or not the red rose flourished in eighteenth-century Britain. This,
it will be said, is not reading it “as literature’; but am I reading Orwell’s
essays as literature only if I generalize what he says about the Spanish civil
war to some cosmic utterance about human life? It is true that many of the
works studied as literature in academic institutions were ‘constructed’ to be
read as literature, but it is also true that many of them were not. A piece of
writing may start off life as history or philosophy and then come to be ranked
as literature; or it may start off as literature and then come to be valued for
its archaeological significance. Some texts are born literary, some achieve
literariness, and some have literariness thrust upon them. Breeding in this
respect may count for a good deal more than birth. What matters may not be
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Perhaps the simple answer is that the first three are examples of ‘fine
writing’, whereas the last three are not. This answer has the disadvantage of
being largely untrue, at least in my judgement, but it has the advantage of
suggesting that by and large people term ‘literature’ writing which they
think is good. An obvious objection to this is that if it were entirely true there
would be no such thing as ‘bad literature’. I may consider Lamb and
Macaulay overrated, but that does not necessarily mean that I stop regarding
them as literature. You may consider Raymond Chandler ‘good of his kind’,
but not exactly literature. On the other hand, if Macaulay were a really bad
writer — if he had no grasp at all of grammar and seemed interested in
nothing but white mice — then people might well not call his work literature
at all, even bad literature. Value-judgements would certainly seem to have a
lot to do with what is judged literature and what isn’t — not necessarily in the
sense that writing has to be ‘fine’ to be literary, but that it has to be of the kind
that is judged fine: it may be an inferior example of a generally valued mode.
Nobody would bother to say that a bus ticket was an example of inferior
literature, but someone might well say that the poetry of Ernest Dowson
was. The term ‘fine writing’, or belles lettres, is in this sense ambiguous: it
denotes a sort of writing which is generally highly regarded, while not
necessarily committing you to the opinion that a particular specimen of it is
‘good’.

With this reservation, the suggestion that ‘literature’ is a highly valued
kind of writing is an illuminating one. But it has one fairly devastating
consequence. It means that we can drop once and for all the illusion that the
category ‘literature’ is ‘objective’, in the sense of being eternally given and
immutable. Anything can be literature, and anything which is regarded as
unalterably and unquestionably literature — Shakespeare, for example — can
cease to be literature. Any belief that the study of literature is the study of a
stable, well-definable entity, as entomology is the study of insects, can be
abandoned as a chimera. Some kinds of fiction are literature and some are
not; some literature is fictional and some is not; some literature is verbally
self-regarding, while some highly-wrought rhetoric is not literature. Litera-
ture, in the sense of a set of works of assured and unalterable value, distin-
guished by certain shared inherent properties, does not exist. When I use the
words ‘literary’ and ‘literature’ from here on in this book, then, I place them
under an invisible crossing-out mark, to indicate that these terms will not
really do but that we have no better ones at the moment.

The reason why it follows from the definition of literature as highly val-
ued writing that it is not a stable entity is that value-judgements are notor-
iously variable. ‘Times change, values don’t,” announces an advertisement



