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EEX Y LK

General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FITRP 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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Introduction

Twenty Years On: A Literature of Their Own Revisited

IN 1965, when I began to do research for my Ph.D. dis-
sertation on Victorian women writers, feminist criticism
did not exist. Virginia Woolf's letters and diaries were
scattered and unpublished. Scholars still called Elizabeth
Gaskell “Mrs.” and Frances Burney “Fanny.” No one ed-
ited women'’s studies journals or compiled bibliographies
of women’s writing. At the University of California in
Davis, where 1 was studying, “Theory” was not even a
shadow on the sunny horizon, and the New Criticism,
F. R. Leavis, Northrop Frye, and seven kinds of ambiguity
marked the boundaries of my critical sophistication. I
had chosen my thesis topic in part out of lingering anger
at my undergraduate college, Bryn Mawr, where English
majors were required to read every tenth-rate male Ro-
mantic poet and Elizabethan dramatist, but virtually no
women; and in part out of my own devotion to the Victo-
rian women writers.

Professional opportunities for academic women seemed
so limited in the mid-1g60s that I felt paradoxically freed to
write about the books I liked, rather than the ones most
likely to get me a job. Gwendolyn Needham, my thesis ad-
viser at Davis, was sympathetic to my ideas and demanding
about my scholarship, but my dissertation, “The Double
Standard: Criticism of Women Writers in Victorian Periodi-
cals, 1845-1880,” was a hybrid, an attempt to write about
women in an outmoded and inadequate critical vocabulary.
Princeton University, where I actually wrote most of the dis-
sertation as a faculty wife from 1966 on, did not hire
women, but it had a fabulous collection of Victorian fic-
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