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Introduction

Jon Simons

This volume offers sixteen introductory essays on key contemporary
critical theorists. Critical theory in the broad sense used here
includes the trends of Marxism and post-Marxism, semiotics and
discourse analysis, structuralism and post-structuralism, ideology
critique of all varieties, deconstruction, feminism, queer theory,
psychoanalysis, postcolonialism, postmodernism, as well as the
descendants of Frankfurt School Critical Theory. Those critical
tendencies can be found across all the disciplines and inter-
disciplinary areas of the humanities, from architecture to theology,
from American Studies to visual culture. This book is intended to be
a good enough introduction to the thought of the critical theorists
selected for the volume for readers to have an understanding of
their main ideas, the most significant ways in which their ideas can
be put to work in the humanities and some of the key problems
identified in their work by critics. If this book succeeds in its aims, it
will have whetted its readers’ appetites to learn more about the
critical theories it introduces. The following sections of the intro-
duction explain what is meant by ‘critical theory’ and the scope of
the book and suggests how best to use this book.

What is Critical Theory?

To provide a meaningful answer to the question ‘what is critical
theory?’ I follow Wittgenstein in understanding that the meaning of
a term involves invoking the practices and customs of a ‘form of life’.
The term ‘critical theory’ does not mean what it does because of
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some essential ‘criticality’ that is common to all modes of critical
theory, but because of the ways in which the term is used in a
particular “form of life’. The ‘form of life’ in question is Anglo-
phone academia since the late 1970s or so, when a range of
theoretical approaches to different branches of the humanities
began to be adopted on the margins of established disciplinary
methodologies.

Within the social sciences there was already something known as
Critical Theory which referred to the collective work of members of
the Institute for Social Research first founded in 1923, also known
now as the Frankfurt School, whose leading members were Max
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. Critical Theory in this sense
distinguishes itself from all forms of ‘traditional’ theory. It is a
critical theory of Marxism developed in contrast to the crude
materialist, determinist and allegedly scientific Marxism that had
become orthodox in the Soviet Union. At the same time, Critical
Theory denied the value-free character of positivist social science
that was developing in the West. The neo-Marxism of the Frankfurt
School regarded such unreflexive social science as one of the many
ideologies that masked oppressive power relations. Critical Theory
thus claimed to evaluate as well as explain and describe social reality.
Practitioners were indebted to a philosophical and intellectual
tradition that includes Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud and
Weber, on the basis of which they widened Marxism from a focus
on political and economic matters to include psychological and
cultural matters.

Frankfurt School Critical Theory evolved first in the threatening
context of 1930s Germany, against the background of the rise of
fascism and Nazism. Forced into exile, mostly in the United States,
because of their Jewish background and their left-wing politics, the
main insights of the school were soon applied as vigorously to the
capitalist consumer mass culture of post-Second World War North
America and Western Europe as they had been to fascist society.
Technological, instrumental rationalism, a tyranny of administra-
tion and the ideological distraction of mass culture precluded the
emancipatory potential of Enlightenment from being realised in
the democracies of the United States and West Germany as well as
in fascist regimes. These ideas were well received by the radicals
of the New Left social protest movements, including the student
revolts, that emerged out of widespread dissatisfaction with the
post-war West in the 1960s. West German economic success and
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conservatism troubled a younger generation that had questions
about their parents’ past. Cold War America also enjoyed suburban
prosperity, but embroilment in the Vietnam War (1964-73) affected
the younger generation particularly. Critical Theory was thus clearly
connected with political events.

Frankfurt School Critical Theory already displayed some of the
features that would characterise the heterogeneous set of theories
that would become known as critical theory in the more general
sense. First, it was an interdisciplinary project, both in that members
addressed a range of social issues, including politics, jurisprudence,
culture and psychology, and also in that it applied the theoretical
insights that had developed in some disciplines to others. Second,
it regarded itself as critical not only, or perhaps not primarily,
in relation to its object of inquiry but also in relation to traditional
or conventional approaches and methodologies with which it con-
trasted itself. Critical theory requires an allegedly uncritical Other
in order to identify itself. Third, Critical Theory was nurtured by the
rich ground of an intellectual tradition with which it engaged deeply
and productively by both criticising it and by drawing on its best
ideas. Fourth, both the ground from which it grew and Ciritical
Theory itself is predominantly continental European, subsequently
exiled and exported to the Anglophone world.

New Left radicalism had affinities not only with Frankfurt School
Critical Theory but to a varied range of theories emerging in
France. Even before 1968 the French intellectual scene had already
nurtured its own version of unorthodox, Western Marxism, in the
work of Louis Althusser. The most famous of post-war French
philosophers, the existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre was, like the
Frankfurt Critical Theorists and the post-Stalin French Communist
Party, interested in a humanist Marxism. Althusser, however, drew
on the structuralism of both the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and
the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss to displace man as the centre
and driving force of history. The Situationists, a group of radical
cultural practitioners active from 1958, rejected conventional
Marxism as anachronistic, proposing instead a ‘revolution of every-
day life’ in personal relationships and cultural perspectives. Guy
Debord, an editor of the group’s journal, published in 1967 his
Society of the Spectacle, which was an ideology critique of commodified,
mediated culture." Along different lines, in the 1950s Roland
Barthes was deploying structuralist analysis of signs, or semiotics,
to demystify everyday bourgeois consumer culture, as did Jean
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Baudrillard in his earliest work. Although Michel Foucault later
denied that he had ever been a structuralist, his ‘archaeological’
studies of madness, medicine and the human sciences shared with
structuralism an emphasis on the analysis of language and cultural
practices, in the form of systems of discourse. His The Order of Things,
published in 1966, predicted the erasure of the figure of man as
the foundation of knowledge. By 1967 Jacques Derrida was already
deconstructing structuralism in addition to the more dominant
philosophical trend of phenomenology, while also decentring the
human subject as author by examining the gap between authorial
intention and textual meaning. In the background to all this
intellectual ferment had been not only youth lived out under
the shadow of Nazi occupation, collaboration, resistance and the
promise of liberation, but also Algeria’s anti-colonial struggle for
independence from France, from 1954 to 1962. Another alternative
left-wing group which was very much concerned with the Algerian
situation as well as workers’ struggles and daily resistance was
Socialism and Barbarism, of which Jean-Francois Lyotard was a
prominent member.

The explosion of French thought after 1968 led to Frankfurt
School Critical Theory losing its monopoly on the title of critical
theory in a more general sense. The most dramatic manifestation of
the student movement in France had brought the republic to crisis
in May 1968, during which Situationist graffiti appeared as slogans
on the walls and Socialism and Barbarism came into prominence.
But revolution was averted and order was restored. Radicals already
dissatisfied with the official Marxism of the French Communist
Party felt their misgivings had been confirmed by the latter’s
reluctance to participate in the momentum of May 1968. Post-1968
France became host to a dazzling eruption of theoretical innovation
which might not unreasonably be interpreted in part as an intel-
lectual sublimation of disappointed political radicalism. In addition
to the figures mentioned above, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari,
who wrote a ‘philosophy of desire’ that spoke to the ferment of 1968
and its suppression by the establishment, were part of a vibrant
intellectual scene.

Critical theory in the broader sense, though, is not a French term
or invention, but an effect of the appropriation and integration
of both Frankfurt School Critical Theory and the various streams of
French and other thought into Anglophone academies. American
universities in particular had been radicalised by a combination of
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the civil rights movement, experimental youth cultures (most
notably the hippies), expansion of higher education that gave access
to a broader sector of the population, anti-Vietnam War protests and
student revolts. Intellectual culture felt the pressure to change just
as established hierarchies and cultural values were being challenged
across the Western world. The 1960s, in all their manifestations,
were the background in which what became known as critical theory
took root. The feminist movement was a major element in the new
social movements that then emerged. Feminism’s ‘second wave’
from 1968 onwards was motivated partly by a critique of sexism
evident to women activists in student and anti-war protests. The
dominant theoretical paradigm for the radicalism of the 1960s was
Marxism, generally in its non-orthodox Western and neo-Marxist
forms. Yet, even those forms seemed ill-equipped to explain and
critique forms of oppression that are not only economic, namely,
sexism, racism, militarism and the domination of nature.

The Anglophone world certainly produced its own intellectual
figures for the movements that criticised and resisted these
oppressions, but the influence of the explosion of French thought
that had distanced itself from Marxism was evident here too. Juliet
Mitchell, for example, who initially tried to fashion a socialist
feminism that would win the respect and attention of her male
colleagues in Britain’s New Left, drew substantially on Althusser and
Lacan, as well as Marx, Freud and Lévi-Strauss.” She sparked an
interest in French psychoanalytic, structuralist and post-structuralist
theory in Anglophone academia that opened the way for the
influence of what became known as ‘French feminism’, despite
the differences between the work of Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva
and Hélene Cixous, as well as the work of other French feminists.
Feminist, anti-racist and ecological or green thought are all critical
theories in that they criticise the methodologies, analyses and con-
clusions of conventional or traditional approaches to their subject
matter, yet what has come to be regarded as critical theory ‘proper’
often seems to need the additional cachet of originating from
Continental Europe, as in the case of French feminism.

In the social sciences, approaches and methodologies that
modelled themselves on the natural sciences, often referred to
as behaviourism, were the convention or tradition against which
critical theory was pitched. In spite of its claims to scientific value
neutrality, behaviourism became regarded as a form of covert ideo-
logical justification for the status quo, which obscured objections to
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a repressive social order by studying people externally as objects
rather than subjects, ignoring the subjective meaning inherent in
social action. Given the similarity of this sort of criticism to the
objections of the Frankfurt theorists to positivist social science, it
is not surprising that a leading light in a revised form or second
generation of critical social theory was Jiirgen Habermas, who had
been Adorno’s assistant after the Second World War. Habermas
associated critical theory with a human interest in emancipation,
in identifying ideological distortions and revealing coercive power
relations in the operations of the administrative state and capitalist
economy. He distinguished critical theory from both positivist social
science and hermeneutic approaches which emphasise the meaning
that people attribute to social action, meanings which constitute
the presuppositions of any social inquiry. In a more general sense,
however, critical social theory refers to qualitative theories which
both adopt hermeneutic strategies in seeking to interpret and
understand social action in contrast to quantitative approaches and
at the same time evaluate as well as describe and explain social
action. Significantly, this interpretative turn in social science drew
on a wide range of literary and cultural theories by means of which
society can be ‘read’, just as a literary text is read.

The literary connection is significant as critical theory in the
broader sense took root in Anglophone academia primarily in the
field of literary studies. In this domain, critical theory denotes a
broad range of approaches to literary interpretation that stand in
contrast or opposed to the ‘traditional’ methodologies that are
concerned with the aesthetic qualities of ‘great’ literature that
constitutes the cultural canon. Literary criticism had become
professionalised in twentieth-century universities, which is probably
reflected by the development of New Criticism, an effort to make
criticism rigorous and methodical rather than an expression of
subjective judgement. New Criticism (a term first used in 1910) was
itself an eclectic collection of methods, but most of them shared a
concern for close textual analysis while many were prepared to use
extra-literary tools, such as contextualisation, for literary analysis. To
some extent, then, there was an internal dynamic in the discipline
of literary criticism that made room for further methodological
innovation and imports. Just as in visual art the avant-garde modern-
ism of the early twentieth century had by the 1960s become the
established art of the museums favoured by professional critics,
s0 had New Criticism become ‘traditional’ theory in relation to

6
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Russian formalism, reader-response theory and Marxism, followed
by psychoanalysis, feminism, semiotics, structuralism, post-struc-
turalism, deconstruction, postmodernism, postcolonialism and
queer theory. Some of these terms and ideas were imports from the
European continent, while some of them were home grown. Even
the latter, though, showed an affinity to what is known in the
Anglophone world as ‘Continental philosophy’. Indeed, the phil-
osophies of Heidegger, Gadamer, Levinas, Derrida and others were
and are much more commonly welcomed and studied in literature
than in Anglophone philosophy departments.

However, the impetus behind the movement whereby critical
theory became almost synonymous with all theory in literary studies
was not merely to multiply the possible interpretations of literary
texts and stock the supermarket of new ideas. There was something,
maybe a great deal, of the radicalism of the 1960s and the New Left
in critical literary theory. Critical theory is always in some way, even
if obscure and indirect ways, politically engaged. While this point
may be more obvious for critical social theory, critical literary theory
has its political edge too. For one thing, just as Frankfurt School
theory challenged the value-neutrality of positivist social science,
critical literary theory targets the assumption of ‘tradition’ literary
interpretation to be apolitical, as a scholarly or aesthetic exercise.
Critical theory exposes the bourgeois, capitalist, racist, (neo)-
colonialist, (hetero)sexist bias at work in literature and criticism.
It also reads into literary texts the ways in which those forms of
social and political oppression constitute the contexts for aesthetic,
cultural and literary texts. Through such readings, critical literary
theories indicate, even if obliquely or implicitly, a world without
such oppression.

A good deal of the political impetus of all forms of critical theory
was absorbed by ‘campus wars’, the struggle to introduce critical
theory into the curriculum, to disseminate it through publications
and conferences, to appoint critical theorists to academic positions
and to establish new, often interdisciplinary programmes as insti-
tutional bases for further development. In the 1970s and 1980s
critical theory was defined to a considerable extent by its embattled
position within academic institutions, forming common ground in
opposition to mainstream conventional and traditional approaches
across the humanities. Retrospectively, the critical theorists seem to
have done quite well out of those struggles in many disciplines,
though with varying degrees of success. Anglophone philosophy



