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INTRODUCTION

No one concerned with developments in literary criticism over the
past thirty years or so can ignore the fact that there has been a great
revival of interest in questions of theory. Probably the main reason
for this has been the impact on literary criticism in the 1960s and
1970s of structuralism and poststructuralism, which presented a
serious challenge both to conventional historically based criticism
and to the Anglo-American New Ciritical tradition. Theoretical
issues, apparently dormant in the English-speaking world at least for
several decades, were revitalised and new forms of critical approach
in which theory and practice were intermingled, such as deconstruc-
tion, reception theory, reader-response criticism, feminism, psycho-
analytic criticism, various types of Marxist and Marxist-influenced
criticism, emerged. One still hears talk of a ‘crisis’ in literary studies
having been created as a consequence of this, though such a crisis is
taking a long time to come to a head. However, one clear effect of
this was to break down any critical consensus and replace it with
warring factions. More recently perhaps, these factions have learned
to tolerate each other. But though what have been called the
‘theory wars’' may be over, theory itself remains central to modern
critical practice.

Clearly this situation presents those who are beginning to study
literature with serious difficulties since current criticism demands
some knowledge of recent theoretical developments. Various
literary theory collections and overviews of theory have therefore
been published in an attempt to make theoretical issues more
accessible to a general literary audience. This book continues in
that tradition. Unlike most other theory collections, however, it
covers more than just theory since structuralism. It also includes a
good deal of material written before 1960 though the greatest
part of the book covers later theory. In my view some knowledge
of earlier theory is necessary in order to understand later develop-
ments. Also most other collections tend to reprint complete essays
or articles. This collection adopts a different approach in that it
edits the texts selected. This has two major advantages, I believe.
Complete essays are difficult for those beginning the study of
literary theory to assimilate. In my edited versions I have tried to
preserve the structure of the argument of each text, albeit in an
abbreviated form, and to present it as sharply and coherently as
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X1V INTRODUCTION

possible. My aim has been to reprint sufficient material to allow
the reader to grasp a particular argument in order either to be
persuaded by it or to think of grounds for questioning it. The
other major advantage is that this allows me to include a much
wider range of material — 54 selections — within one volume of not
inordinate length. Of course, I hope that users of this volume will
find certain of the selections of sufficient interest that they will
take the trouble to read the complete essay, article, chapter or
book from which the selections are drawn.

Theory is an area of constant debate and confrontation and,
to have an adequate understanding of it, it is necessary to have
knowledge not merely of the arguments central to one or two
particular standpoints but also of alternative positions explicitly
or implicitly in conflict with them. It is also not enough to rep-
resent the major theories with only one example for there is
conflict and debate not only between different theories but
within them. Thus as well as representing a considerable range
of theoretical positions, this book tries to show different aspects
of or emphases within particular theories. Furthermore, I have
tried to strike a balance between authors or particular texts that
must be included in any representative collection of twentieth-
century literary theory, and work which will be less familiar and
not easily available to a general literary audience but which is
arguably equally important and interesting. Having some knowl-
edge of the wider context of twentieth-century theory is at the
very least a considerable help and in some cases a necessity in
understanding current theory. I have tried not only to provide
representative examples of particular theoretical perspectives
but also to choose texts which highlight the debate between
perspectives and which show some of the differences within
them.

It may be objected that a book such as this, which is primarily
designed to introduce the range of twentieth-century theory
to students of literature in higher education and to a non-
specialist literary readership, could do more harm than good.
Why does one need to burden the mind of students or readers
of literature in general with theoretical questions? Can it not be
objected that theory merely confuses such readers and has little
positive effect on reading? Indeed it has been argued that only
mature critics should concern themselves with the theoretical
implications of their activity and that readers at a less advanced
stage should not be exposed to theory.? These objections need
to be answered.
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The first point to make is that theory or critical principles that
have some theoretical base underlie any form of reading, even
the most naive, of a literary text. To be unconscious of or un-
interested in theory does not mean that it is not present. With
virtually all forms of non-literary discourse certain norms and
constraints must govern how they are read if such discourses are
to serve the interests and purposes that direct our reading. Thus
though theoretical questions may be raised in relation to such
discourses, theory must take second place to these interests and
purposes. This is the case whether one is reading a cooking
recipe, a newspaper article, a work of history or philosophy, or a
scientific paper. But with literary discourse, there are no practical
or logical necessities external to the discourse that determine
how it must be read. Theory is therefore always implied in
reading literary discourse, since whatever norms and constraints
that govern how literary texts are read cannot be seen as an
integral part of the discourse itself but are chosen, consciously
or unconsciously, from among various possibilities by the reader.

In discussions of different forms of discourse, terms such as
‘historical’ or ‘philosophical’ or ‘scientific’ suggest a range of
attributes or characteristics associated with the particular
discourse, but the term ‘literary’ — despite numerous efforts at
definition which claim that all texts that have been categorised
as ‘literary’ have at least one common attribute — is empty. It
does not refer to qualities that texts have in common but to what
appears to be a human need to have a body of texts that exists
beyond the pragmatic boundaries within which our reading of
other forms of discourse must take place. There is no practical
necessity or intrinsic constraint that can stop one using a text
that has been categorised as ‘literary’ for any purpose what-
soever. The category ‘literature’, therefore, in the narrower,
evaluative sense refers to certain of the texts that have been
placed in the category of the non-pragmatic which readers and
critics over several generations have judged to be particularly
effective in serving their various interests.

It follows from what I have said that there could be as many
theories of literature as there are readers. Obviously this is not the
case. Indeed literary critical discourse exhibits a high degree of
order and coherence, and it is perhaps only recently that this has
been partially undermined, and many would lay the blame for this
on the current literary critical context which has appeared to
encourage a proliferation of theories. But even in the present
situation there is no sign of complete relativism. Those who have
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uttered warnings of ‘chaos’ or ‘anarchy’ are employing rhetoric
designed either to publicise their dislike of changes that have
taken place within the literary community or to destabilise literary
study for certain political purposes. A more interesting considera-
tion is why there is so much order within literary study when
literary discourse does not demand that there be any.

Since there are no pragmatic considerations that demand that
certain norms and constraints must govern our reading of literary
texts, the norms and constraints that do in fact govern our reading
of them must have been chosen by us, even if we may not be aware
of having made a choice. The reason, then, that literary criticism is
comparatively ordered when there would appear to be no intrinsic
need for it to be so is that most readers make the same kind of
choice from the various options which they perceive to be available.
Why so many different theoretical approaches to literature should
have emerged in the twentieth century and why readers choose to
support one rather than another are interesting questions. This is
not the place to try to answer these questions in detail but clearly
literary theory cannot be seen in isolation from the political and
ideological conflicts which have been such a prominent feature of
the twentieth century. Choices about reading, especially in relation
. to texts which exist beyond the pragmatic limits which govern our
reading of other forms of discourse, cannot be ideologically
neutral, and the reader may care to bear that in mind in reading
the work of the various theorists included in this book.

Before twentieth-century developments in literary criticism
the great majority of readers chose to relate literary texts to their
historical context and to the intentions of their authors, and this
approach still commands great support. But many twentieth-
century readers, in contrast, have chosen to pay little or no
attention to historical context or authorial intention and allow
modern modes of thought, such as psychoanalytic or feminist
theory, to govern how they read literary texts. Such readers
would argue that the most important consideration in lier-ary
study is the text’s relation to the concerns of a modern
audience. There is also no limit to the number of interess that
readers can choose to bring to bear on their reading of literary
texts, the most common being aesthetic, historical, linguistic,
sociological, biographical, philosophical, psychological, pclitical
or combinations of these.

It is important to stress, however, that one cannot do anrthing
other than make a choice. Though there are no intrinsic norms
and constraints that determine how we must read literary texts,
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as soon as we begin to read the text norms and constraints of
some sort will come into operation since the very activity of
reading cannot take place without them. It is inevitable that
readers will make the same kind of choices so that one finds
readers and critics forming into groups or, as Stanley Fish calls
them, ‘interpretive communities’. It is conceivable that an
individual may develop an entirely idiosyncratic way of reading
literary texts that does not conform to any community of readers
that exists or has existed. Markers of certain student essays
might find this idea persuasive. But, of course, it is inevitable
that the vast majority of readers will accept the norms and
constraints that govern the theories which are dominant in the
culture at any particular time.

One of the most important arguments in favour of literary
theory, therefore, is that since the norms and constraints are not
intrinsic but are chosen for particular reasons, there is no
justification for ignoring their existence as there might be in
reading non-literary forms of discourse, even if this may result, as
René Wellek has warned,” in the minds of young students being
unsettled. It would be bad faith to conceal the fact, even from
young students, that no norms or constraints are integral to liter-
ary discourse and therefore privileged. Certain norms will, of
course, be dominant and there may be justification for stressing
their advantages and the dangers of discarding them but there
can be no justification for claiming that these norms are intrinsic
to the very existence of literary discourse.

An obvious implication of this is that once one knows that the
norms and constraints that govern one’s reading of literary texts
have been chosen, then one may choose to change them. Though
some may see such a possibility as a recipe for total relativism,
the fact that any change cannot lead to norms being discarded
altogether but only to the adoption of a different set of norms
suggests that such fears are groundless. Indeed, it may have a
positive benefit in that certain readers who have been operating
with norms which are alien to their temperament or ideology or
world-view may be able to choose a set of norms that they find
much more congenial. This book thus has a double purpose: to
make readers more aware of the norms and constraints which
govern their existing critical approach and to be able to defend it
against alternative approaches, and by comparing their present
set of norms and interpretative strategies against alternatives to
be in a position to adopt a different approach should they find
one that is more persuasive.
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It would be inaccurate, however, to assert that the current situ-
ation of a ‘proliferation of theories’ has had no fundamental
impact on literary criticism. One of the drawbacks of Stanley
Fish’s notion of ‘interpretive communities’ is that it implies that
once readers of literary texts have chosen, consciously or not,
their community there is little point in arguing with those who
belong to different communities since it is not as if one commu-
nity is right and all the others wrong. The very word ‘community’
suggests that one is part of a self-supporting group and that one
need bother little with other communities. Yet one cannot but be
struck by the constant debate and controversy that takes place in
literary studies. Readers of literary texts do not seem content to
adopt ‘a live and let live’ philosophy. This suggests that the ‘com-
munities’ analogy needs to be modified.

The reason that there is so much controversy and debate in
literary studies, I would argue, is that critics and readers feel they
belong to a single community, even though they may have made
quite different choices as to how they read literary texts. The very
fact that they have had to make such a choice links them together
with other readers and interpreters of texts. But since thev could
have chosen differently this will inevitably create the need to
justify the choice they have made and encourage the desire to

persuade others both that this choice is the right one and that

other choices are mistaken. Literary criticism is in consequence
an area of continual debate. Even though it is impossible for this
debate ever to be resolved finally, the attempt to justify the posi-
tion one has chosen and to defend it with rational argument
against alternative positions is necessary if literary study is to
remain vital. Controversy and debate need not be seen, therefore,
as signs of crisis or destabilisation but as signs of health and
vigour. Ultimately literary criticism is about politics and power,
and a sign of crisis is more likely to be a situation in which debate
and rational argument are stifled than one in which they are
conducted vigorously.

Perhaps the analogy, therefore, that best describes the current
situation of literary criticism is not that it is made up of a
number of separate ‘communities’ but, rather, that it is like a
parliament. Before the recent explosion in literary theory, that
parliament in the English-speaking world resembled c¢ne in
which two parties dominated and smaller parties were confined
to an insignificant role. There was thus relative stability and
order with perhaps one party dominating for a period and then
the other, but both parties remained at all times suffidently
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large not to feel threatened. Debate thus tended to follow
predictable lines and there was, except among specialists,
relatively little general interest in theoretical questions. These
two parties were historical criticism which emphasised such
matters as the text in relation to its time, what the author
intended, generic considerations, and the New Critical tradition
with its anti-intentionalist bias and its emphasis on the text as a
self-contained structure.

What has happened to the ‘parliament’ more recently is that
this two-party dominance has been threatened because numer-
ous small parties have entered the parliament, depriving any
single party of an overall majority. Most of these parties believe
that they have a chance of achieving power and endeavour to
persuade those who belong to other parties to join them. There
is the likelihood of coalitions and realignments. Debate has
become more urgent and acrimonious and theoretical questions
have again become central. Literary criticism is thus revealed as a
struggle for power among parties which are in a position to use
only rational argument and rhetoric as a means of persuading
sufficient numbers to support them in order to achieve a major-
ity. The debate also has significance for society in general in that
it raises questions that have implications beyond the purely liter-
ary sphere. In this anthology of theory, readers can follow the
debate with a view to deciding eventually where to cast their votes
or they may decide that another new party is needed. But in any
case anyone who retains an interest in literature has no option
but to vote.

NOTES

1. See Antony Easthope, Literary Into Cultural Studies (London, 1991),
p-11.

2. See René Wellek, ‘Respect for Tradition’, The Times Literary
Supplement, 10 December 1982, p. 1356.

3. Ibid.
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