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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.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Preface

In ‘telling the story’ of literary theory, this book incorporates several
recognitions which have become standard in recent years. In the first
place, the recognition that there is no non-theoretical literary
criticism. Theoretical assumptions and implications lurk behind even
the most ‘practical’ forms of criticism, even the most text-oriented
interpretations or evaluations. In referring to critical writings about
literature, I shall speak sometimes of ‘literary theory’ and sometimes of
‘literary criticism’, depending upon the explicit focus presented in the
writing; but my concern will be always with the theoretical
underpinnings, whether explicit or implicit.

In the second place, it is nowadays generally recognised that critical
discussions of literature do not constitute one single kind of activity.
We are not looking at a body of knowledge gradually accumulated in
relation to some single stable object according to some single
consistent methodology. For a start, the nature of the object itself
changes, as Eagleton, amongst others, has demonstrated: the net of
‘literature’ pulls in quite different kinds of fish in different periods. (I
shall continue to speak of ‘literature’, with embarrassment, only
because there is no adequate alternative: some of the major historical
changes will be indicated as they occur.) What’s more, discussions of
‘literature’ have been produced from many disparate sites for many
disparate purposes. The story I shall be telling does not have a unified
plot converging towards some ideal goal of ‘true’ literary theory or
criticism. That old New Critical dream is dead. I shall take it for granted
that there is no ‘true’ form of literary theory or criticism, only a
congeries of discourses which appear and disappear according to
different needs, in different periods and different institutional
contexts. The periods and contexts are a necessary part of the story,
and will be described as fully as space allows.

A third recognition is the recognition that literary theory is
international. To look only at British or Anglo-American discussions of
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literature is to perceive mere fragments of a larger body. Structuralism
in America depends upon French Structuralism, which depends upon
Russian Formalism; British criticism of the Restoration/Augustan
period depends upon French Neoclassicism, which depends upon
Italian Aristotelianism; and so on and so forth. This book proposes to
tell the whole story, because it is only as a whole that the story makes
sense.

Of course, the whole story cannot be told without simplification. 1
have aimed to present the largest and most fundamental theoretical
trends; and I have typically stated those trends point-blank, without
mentioning the possibility of further complications and higher-level
qualifications. For example: on p.41 I describe the period of French
Neoclassicism as a period of ‘unusual theoretical unanimity’. And so it
was — when compared with the literary theories of the Renaissance or
the nineteenth century. But it may not appear so unanimous when
compared with the degree of unanimity proposed by earlier
commentators; and it is relative to this tacit standard that several
recent critics have in fact emphasised the non-homogeneity of French
Neoclassicism. It should be borne in mind that further complications
and higher-level qualifications of this kind are always possible. For the
sake of economy, let me then issue a single blanket proviso: no
statement in this book should ever be taken as the final word upon
anything. The book will have achieved its aim if it has managed to utter
a good first word.

At the same time, my understanding of theoretical trends can hardly
have escaped the influence of my own theoretical position. That
position is on record in Beyond Superstructuralism: The Syntagmatic
Side of Language. No doubt my understanding is also affected by my
‘other’ career as a writer of SF/fantasy fiction. But if the deeper kinds of
personal bias are unavoidable, I have nonetheless tried to avoid
making personal judgements on the trends presented (with the
exception of a few obvious and deliberate indulgences). Above all, 1
have tried to ‘step into the shoes’ of earlier theoretical perspectives
without prematurely condemning their inadequacies from the more
sophisticated vantage-point of contemporary theory. It has been my
general aim to show how such perspectives can make perfect sense in
their own terms, no matter how odd or unappealing they may appear
nowadays.
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