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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.

WwW. 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 cspecially interesting in the light of literary
theory’s so-called elitism. If it is 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 clse, 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.



Preface

If one wanted to put a date on the beginnings of the transformation which
has overtaken literary theory in this century, one could do worse than settle
on 1917, the year in which the young Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovsky
published his pioneering essay ‘Art as Device’. Since then, and especially
over the past two decades, there has been a striking proliferation of literary
theory: the very meaning of ‘literature’, ‘reading’ and ‘criticism’ has under-
gone deep alteration. But not much of this theoretical revolution has yet
spread beyond a circle of specialists and enthusiasts: it has still to make its
full impact on the student of literature and the general reader.

This book sets out to provide a reasonably comprehensive account of
modern literary theory for those with little or no previous knowledge of the
topic. Though such a project obviously involves omissions and oversim-
plifications, I have tried to popularize, rather than vulgarize, the subject.
Since there is in my opinion no ‘neutral’, value-free way of presenting it, I
have argued throughout a particular case, which I hope adds to the book’s
interest.

The economist J. M. Keynes once remarked that those economists who
disliked theory, or claimed to get along better without it, were simply in the
grip of an older theory. This is also true of literary students and critics.
There are some who complain that literary theory is impossibly esoteric —
who suspect it as an arcane, elitist enclave somewhat akin to nuclear physics.
It is true that a ‘literary education’ does not exactly encourage analytical
thought; but literary theory is in fact no more difficult than many theoretical
enquiries, and a good deal easier than some. I hope the book may help to
demystify those who fear that the subject is beyond their reach. Some
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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.



