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Introduction: A Point of Reference

Jerome ]. McGann

I HE ESSAYS in this book represent such a variety of viewpoints

and critical strategies, and cover such diverse subject matters, that
their common ground can be easily lost sight of. For all the differences—
they are many and important—these essays share a commitment to ex-
plore the social and historical dimensions of literary works. More than
this, the writers of these essays are all extremely self-conscious about
their sociohistorical interests, and about the academic context in which
their work has been initiated and pursued. The essays here are anti-
thetical, in several respects, to the (equally various) tradition of formal,
structural, and text-centered literary studies which have been so influ-
ential in the academy for two generations. In the present essays one
sees at work the recently emergent effort to reconstitute sociohistorical
methods and interests as the heart of literary studies.

Some of these essays are explicitly critical of formalist traditions,
others implicitly so; and all exhibit, in different ways, a positive debt
to the various strands of immanent critical traditions. What will not
be found in these essays, however, is the assumption, so common in
text-centered studies of every type, that literary works are self-enclosed
verbal constructs, or looped intertextual fields of autonomous signifiers
and signifieds. In these essays the question of referentiality is once again
brought to the fore.

The concept—and the problem —of the referential aspects of liter-
ary works is so central to an adequate literary theory and critical prac-
tice that I want to take it up here by way of introducing this collection
of essays. Two things may be initially observed. First, referentiality ap-
pears as “a problem” in formalist and text-centered studies precisely by
its absence. Though everyone knows and agrees that literary works have
sociohistorical dimensions, theories and practices generated in text-
centered critical traditions bracket out these matters from consideration,
particularly at the level of theory.! Second, referentiality appears as a
problem in historically grounded criticism because such criticism has
thus far been unable to revise its theoretical grounds so as to take ac-
count of the criticisms which were brought against it in this century,
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4 Introduction

and in particular the criticisms developed out of the theory of literary
mediations. Involved here is the view, pressed strongly on various fronts
in the past fifty years, that language and language structures (including,
perforce, literary works) are modeling rather than mirroring forms. They
do not point to a prior, authorizing reality (whether “realist” or “ideal-
ist”), they themselves constitute—in both the active and the passive
senses —what must be taken as reality (both “in fact” and “in ideals”).
To the extent that traditional forms of historical criticism have not been
able to assimilate or refute such a view, they have been moved to the
periphery of literary studies.

In recent years, however, textual and intertextual approaches have
begun to yield up their own theoretical problems, and literary studies
have witnessed a renewed interest in various kinds of sociohistorical
critical work. Marxist and Marxist-influenced criticism has been an es-
pecially important factor in this development, largely, I think, because
the questions it poses are founded in a powerful and dynamically co-
herent tradition of critical inquiry. Feminist studies have also done much
to expose the sociohistorical dimensions of literary work. Because both
of these critical approaches necessarily practice a hermeneutics of a re-
pressed or invisibilized content, both have found no difficulty in assimi-
lating the basic poststructural programmatic. At the same time, the tradi-
tional methods of historicist philology have also begun to reappear in
interpretive studies. Bibliography, manuscript studies of various kinds,
analyses of the forms, methods, and materials of literary production:
these materialist and empirical branches of learning have been experi-
encing a renascence and at the same time have begun to rediscover their
theoretical ground. Hermeneutical studies are increasingly realizing that
the symbolic discourse which is literature operates with and through
many forms of mediation besides “language” narrowly conceived. The
price of a book, its place of publication, even its physical form and the
institutional structures by which it is distributed and received, all bear
upon the production of literary meaning, and hence all must be criti-
cally analyzed and explained.

When we speak of the referential dimensions of literary work, there-
fore, we have in mind several different things. In the first place, liter-
ary work can be practiced, can constitute itself, only in and through
various institutional forms which are not themselves “literary” at all,
though they are meaning-constitutive. The most important of these in-
stitutions, for the past hundred fifty years anyway, are the commercial
publishing network in all its complex parts, and the academy. The church
and the court have, in the past, also served crucial mediating functions
for writers. Literary works are produced with reference to these me-
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diational structures, are in fact embodied in such structures, and criti-
cism is therefore obliged to explain and reconstitute such structures in
relation to the literary work. As we now realize more clearly than ever
before, criticism must factor itself and its own mediations into its ex-
planations. In the final accounting, “the work” and its mediations are
as inseparable as are “the (original) work” and its (subsequent) criti-
cal explanations.

Historically considered, the problem of referentiality first appeared
not as a fault line in empirically based critical studies, but much earlier,
in the Kantian response to the philosophic grounds of empiricism. Der-
rida’s influential account of the textual dynamic (“the joyous affirma-
tion of the play of the world and of the innocence of becoming, the
affirmation of a world of signs without fault, without truth, without
origin, offered to an active interpretation”)? recalls nothing so much as
the opening of Kant’s Critique of Judgment, in which not only is the
radical subjectivity of the esthetic event founded, but it is founded via
an explication of the judging subject rather than the “work of art.” Cole-
ridge’s important variation on this Kantian move was to emphasize even
more clearly the “ideal” content which the poetic text constitutes. Po-
etical works do not “copy” the phenomena of the external world, they
“imitate” the ideal forms which we know through the operations of the
human mind.3 As a good recent critic of Coleridge has put the matter:
“The ‘reality’ that poems ‘imitate’ is not the objective world as such,
but . . . the consciousness of the poet himself in his encounters with
the objective world. . . . the poet’s only genuine subject matter is him-
self, and the only ideas he presents will be ideas about the activity of
consciousness in the world around it.”* Coleridge’s critique of the in-
sistently referential aspects of Wordsworth’s poetry—what he calls its
“accidentality” and its “matter-of-factness”—is merely the critical reflex
of his positive position: that “poetry as poetry is essentially ideal, [and]
avoids and excludes all accident [and] apparent individualities.”’

Coleridge is himself an impressive historicist critic, as his commen-
taries on the biblical tradition show. Nevertheless, his theoretical ground
would eventually be appropriated by those idealist and subjectivist forms
of criticism which emerged out of twentieth-century linguistics and
semiology. If “poetry as poetry” has reference only to a field of subjec-
tivity, then the criticism and interpretation of poetry which pursue the
accidentalities and matters-of-fact of philology will themselves be nec-
essarily misguided.

Coleridge’s view is recapitulated, in a variety of ways, by all twentieth-
century practitioners of purely immanent critical methods. C. S. Lewis’s
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remarks in “The Personal Heresy” in 1934, and Cleanth Brooks’s in
The Well Wrought Urn (1947), typify the New Critical position on the
matter of poetry’s relation to sociohistorical actualities.¢ That is to say,
while the New Criticism was a vigorously antihistorical movement, and
consciously in reaction to the philological and historicist methods which
had come to preeminence in literary studies during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, it always made practical provision for certain “ex-
trinsic” materials in the poetic product. The position is epitomized in
Wellek and Warren’s widely used handbook Theory of Literature (1947),
where the concepts of “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” interpretation are en-
shrined. Equally characteristic are formulations like the following by
Brooks, who means to have an organic-intrinsic idea of the poem, but
cannot altogether evade the informational-extrinsic dimensions of the
text: “If we see that any item in a poem is to be judged only in terms
of the total effect of the poem, we shall readily grant the importance
for criticism of the work of the linguist and the literary historian.””

In short, the intrinsic and text-centered approaches of the early
and mid-twentieth century made certain tactical accommodations and
compromises in their critical programs and arguments. Indeed, it was
precisely this compromised status of their theory which brought them
to ruin at the hands of their ungrateful children, the deconstruction-
ists. For the latter had no difficulty in showing that New Critical strate-
gies were based upon an illusory and mystified form of the very em-
piricism which those strategies were consciously designed to displace.
The idea of “the poem itself,” of the stable (if paradoxical) object of
critical attention, was swept away in the aftermath of structuralism.
“De-ferral,” “de-stabilization,” “de-centering,” “de-construction”: the his-
tory of the emergence of these ideas during the 1970s is well known
and needs no rehearsing again here. Nor will it be necessary to point
out what is equally well known, that the deconstructionist movement
was (and of course is) a form of immanent criticism’s twentieth-century
wilderness.

Two important aspects of these late forms of immanent criticism
do need to be attended to, however. The first is the extremity of their
antihistorical position. None of the earlier twentieth-century text-
centered critics ever spoke, as Hillis Miller has spoken in one of his
most celebrated essays, of “the fiction of the referential, the illusion that
the terms of the poem refer literally to something that exists.”® This bold
pronouncement offers a final solution to the problem of the social ac-
tuality of poetical work, and it is quite typical of (at any rate) the Amer-
ican deconstructive establishment. The repudiation of referentiality is
made, as Miller says, “according to the logic of a theory of language
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which bases meaning on the solid referentiality of literal names for visi-
ble physical objects.”® Here Miller intends to dispose once and for all
of that Great Satan of so many humanists, “empiricism,” by dismissing
at last the supposed “theory of language” on which it rests.

In making his attack, however, Miller unwittingly exposes another
important aspect of his critical position. That is to say, he reveals his
assent to a particular concept of referentiality. A “solid” correspondence
of “literal names for visible physical objects” is certainly an idea of ref-
erentiality, but it is manifestly an impoverished concept. This idea of
how language “refers” to the actual world where those language forms
called poems operate may reflect the view which someone (besides Miller)
has held at some time or other. It is not, however, characteristic of the
thought of the great traditional philological and historical critics. When
Miller dismisses this concept of referentiality, then, he is trying to cast
out a mere phantom. His dismissal thus fails to confirm his own critical
practice.

Of course one can, with some searching, find other critics besides
deconstructionists like Miller who have subscribed to excessively simple
concepts of referentiality. When Daniel Aaron, for example, says that
“the historian who writes about the past might be likened to a natural-
ist as he observes and analyzes specimens in a museum or perhaps ani-
mals caged in a z0o,”1° his words betray a concept of referentiality that
is quite comparable to Miller’s. One is tempted to reply merely that this
is not a persuasive idea, and that it runs counter to the lines of histori-
cal thought which have dominated critical thought for almost three cen-
turies. But one might do better to quote, for example, Vico’s stronger
thought, that “human history differs from natural history in this, that
we have made the former, but not the latter.””’"! Indeed, it is Miller’s
sympathy with Vico’s thought which has helped to set him, along with
so many other recent literary critics, in opposition to “referentiality.”

What is necessary at this juncture, therefore, is not to bracket the
referential dimensions of poetry out of critical consideration on the ba-
sis of an impoverished theory of language and literary reference. Rather,
we should be trying to recover and reformulate the idea of referentiality
which underlies the thought of the great historical critics of the recent
past. Only in this way will the full significance of Miller’s excellent criti-
cal work—and the work of many other immanentist critics— be revealed.
The American line of Derridean thought, in particular, would do well
to recall the following passage from Derrida himself: “A deconstructive
practice which would not bear upon ‘institutional apparatuses and his-
torical processes’ . . . , which would remain content to operate upon
philosophemes or conceptual signified[s], or discourses, etc., would not
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be deconstructive; whatever its originality, it would but reproduce the
gesture of self criticism in philosophy in its internal tradition.”12 When
Miller, in his essay “The Critic as Host,” speaks of “deconstructive strat-
egy” as “going with a given text as far as it will go, to its limits,” he
echoes Derrida, as he does when he goes on to add that all criticism,
including deconstructive criticism, “contains, necessarily, its enemy within
itself.”13 But the fact is that American deconstructionism does not go
to those limits and does not expose its internal fault lines. On the con-
trary, it hides and obscures them at every turn. The enemy which de-
constructive critics like Miller will not face is history, and the fault line
of such criticism appears as its elision of the sociohistorical dimensions
of literary work.

At the beginning of his first book, Lépithéte traditionnelle dans
Homeére (1928), Milman Parry consciously set his work in the line of
the great tradition of modern historical scholarship.

The literature of every country and of every time is understood as it ought
to be only by the author and his contemporaries. . . . The task, there-
fore, of one who lives in another age and wants to appreciate that work
correctly, consists precisely in rediscovering the varied information and
complexes of ideas which the author assumed to be the natural property
of his audience.*

Parry is quick to observe that this scholarly project of “reconstructing
that [original] community of thought through which the poet made him-
self understood” is a task “so complex as to be impossible of realization
in an entirely satisfactory manner.”!5 Nevertheless, the project must be
pursued if we are to hope to have any reliable understanding of the cul-
ture of the past.

The twentieth-century attack upon the historical method in criti-
cism, initially focused on the so-called intentional fallacy, soon became
a broadly based critique of genetic studies in general. John M. Ellis’s
The Theory of Literary Criticism: A Logical Analysis (1974) has sum-
marized and completed this line of critique. His argument is not merely
that genetic studies cannot recover the “original context,” but that the
human meaning of literary works does not lie in that context. Rather,
it lies in the context of immediate use: “If we insist on relating the text
primarily to the context of its composition and to the life and social
context of its author, we are cutting it off from that relation to life which
is the relevant one.”’¢ In addition, genetic criticism limits and shrinks
the dynamic potential of literary products by reducing their meanings
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to “static” forms, and by suggesting that certain “information” can sup-
ply “the key to the text” and its meaning.!” Poststructural critics like
Miller would merely take this (ultimately Nietzschean) line of thought
to a more extreme position. Genetic criticism is the epitome of all criti-
cal forms which seek after the “univocal reading” of a text.!® For de-
constructionists, it does not matter whether the finished reading stands
as an “originary” form to which criticism seeks to return, or an accom-
plished form which criticism makes in its own rhetorical praxis. All are
unstable and operating under the sign of différance. Thus, “Nihilism
is an inalienable alien presence within Occidental metaphysics, both in
poems and in the criticism of poems.”??

Ellis’s view that criticism justifies itself in its social praxis is impor-
tant and will be reconsidered below. Before taking up that matter, how-
ever, we have to inquire into the idea that genetic criticism offers static
and univocal meanings for literary works. In fact, all the great histori-
cist critics were well aware that their method could not do this. The
ideal of reconstructing the originary material and ideological context,
even if fully achieved, would provide the later reader only with what
“the author assumed to be the natural property of his audience.” The
method does not offer static and univocal readings, it attempts to specify
the concrete and particular forms in which certain human events con-
stituted themselves. The “meanings” of those events, whether for the
original persons involved or for any subsequent persons, are themselves
specifically constituted events which can and will be reconstituted in
the subsequent historical passage of the poem. The “reading” and the
“criticism” of poems and the human events they represent set what Blake
called a “bounding line” to human action. In this sense criticism —and
historical criticism paradigmatically— does not establish the “meanings”
of poems, it tries to re-present them to us in “minute particulars,” in
forms that recover (as it were) their physique in as complete detail as
possible. Thus Parry says, of the historical reconstruction which his
criticism brings about: “I make for myself a picture of great detail,”?°
not “I translate for myself and my world the meaning of the ancient
texts.” The originary “meanings” (Parry’s “complexes of ideas which the
author assumed”) are themselves concrete particulars, not concrete uni-
versals; and their complexity involves diverse and often contradictory
lines of relations. Historical criticism’s great critical advance lay in its
ability to reconstruct, in methodical ways, the differential and contra-
dictory patterns within which poetical works constitute themselves and
are constituted.

Parry and those like him understood very well that texts and the
criticism of texts labored under various destabilizing forces.
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If I say that Grote’s account of democracy at Athens is more revealing
of the mind of an English Liberal of the nineteenth century after Christ,
than it recalls what actually took place in Athens in the fifth century be-
fore Christ, and then go on to admit that the opinion which I have just
expressed about Grote may in turn reveal even more my own state of mind
than it does that of Grote (indeed, [ know that I am expressing this thought
here because 1 came across it about two weeks ago in one of the essays
submitted for the Bowdoin prize essay contest and it struck me)—even
in that case I am still doing no more than to try to attain a more perfect
method for the historical approach to the thought of the past.?!

This is Parry’s version of “the critic as host,” and it explains why he
will state the following basic paradox of historical method: that by it
“we learn to keep ourselves out of the past, or rather we learn to go
into it.”22 Historical method in criticism clarifies and defines the differ-
entials in concrete and specific ways for the originary and the continu-
ing past, as well as for the immediate present (and the as yet uncon-
structed future).

These passages are taken from Parry’s great essay “The Historical
Method in Literary Criticism” (1936), where Parry also expresses “a cer-
tain feeling of fear” that this method will “destroy itself.”23 His fear re-
calls Nietzsche’s critique of philological studies expressed in On the Ad-
vantage and the Disadvantage of History for Life, and anticipates the
antihistorical arguments of the immanentist critical methods which, in
the early 1930s, were just beginning to gain force and prominence. “I
have seen myself, only too often and too clearly, how, because those
who teach and study Greek and Latin literature have lost the sense of
its importance for humanity, the study of those literatures has declined.”?*
What Parry proposes is that scholars “create their heroic legend” of the
importance of the historicity, not merely of truth, but of the search for
truth: “Otherwise they will be choosing a future in which they must
see themselves confined not by choice, but by compulsion, to be forever
ineffective, if they would not be untruthful.”?s

In fact, however, historical criticism— at least as it was practiced in
the Western academy—did not go on to fulfill what Parry called for.
This failure occurred, I believe, because historicist criticism always tended
to conceive its terms in a recollective frame. Thus “referentiality,” in this
program, tended to be construed as bearing upon persons and events
which lay behind us, in a completed form of pastness. It is true that
language “refers to” particular actualities. But if no historical critic of
any standing ever understood this referential connection in the simple
empiricist terms laid down by Miller, neither, on the other hand, did
they explore the full theoretical implications of some of their most im-
portant historicist principles.



