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Introduction: Beyond
Postmodernism

Literary and cultural theory are in ferment today because literature and
culture themselves appear threatened in our ‘postmodern’ age, a post-
industrial age of instantaneous electronic communications, where the privi-
leged status of the text and the coherence of cultural activity are increasingly
destabilized. Jean-Francois Lyotard has described this world (too indul-
gently, perhaps) in The Postmodern Condition. But although it could be argued
that this ‘postmodern’ ideology is itself a product of the anarchic liberalism
of the new right, disguising prescription as description when 1t declares
modernism to be played out and artistic experimentation and ideological
critique outdated, one has to admit that there is little virtue in trying to
revive an idealized past. Moreover, the crisis of culture and its theory
indicate above all the precarious state of what Habermas has called ‘the
project of modernity’, thus threatening the most vital discourses of legitim-
ation and critique which we have inherited from the European Enlighten-
ment. Even in the recent past, cultural discourse seemed regulated by what
Lyotard calls ‘grand narratives’, which included the reassuringly subversive
discourses of twentieth-century modernism — formalism, marxism, psycho-
analysis. The arguments of Saussure, Marx and Freud initially inspired the
most acute languages of modern literary criticism, seemingly able to make
the poem or the novel totally explicable by an all-powerful theory. But our
late twentieth-century world has seen these originary, totalizing theories
called into question and their unquestioning exponents lose their authority.
Perhaps the very sophistication of their later practitioners, cutting the
theories loose from their original, specific militancy, has weakened their
claim to reveal hidden meaning. Roland Barthes moved from complex
systems of coded semiotic meaning to a position of apparently capricious
textual enjoyment; Pierre Macherey and Louis Althusser argued that the
ideology expressed by a text was a practice largely independent of the socio-
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economic infrastructure; Lacan, moving beyond Freud’s study of the process
whereby the artist unwittingly impressed his own symbolic meaning into
the work of art, found that there was no essential self behind the shifting
mental hall of mirrors which constituted the ‘subject’ of thought and dis-
course.

The claims of criticism based on such universal and holistic premises,
then, have come to seem increasingly ‘perverse’, and have been radically
challenged by less totalizing movements like ‘deconstruction’, ‘new historic-
ism’, or ‘feminism’, which are as partisan in their way as the ‘grand narrati-
ves’, but which acknowledge and assume their own partial character. There
is none the less much continuity — deconstruction, for instance, derives its
model of close reading from formalism, its ideological demystification from
marxism, and its hermeneutic reversal from psychoanalysis. So it seems to
be possible to acknowledge the strength of Lyotard’s postmodern analysis,
agreeing that there are no transcendental foundations of knowledge, no
privileged viewpoints — and yet not feel bound passively to lament the loss
of ‘the project of modernity’ and the lack of any effective modern critique,
or actively to connive at the creation of a world where all cultural activity
might be judged equally meaningful or meaningless. Thus the authors of
the essays in this volume all acknowledge the crisis in literary and cultural
theory, but they all suggest ways of working through and beyond it.

Even a postmodern critic like Lyotard does in fact assume the powers of
critical discourse, while refusing to elaborate any ‘narrative’ of its legitim-
ation. And although the dominant current of poststructuralist criticism
today, deconstruction, eschews legitimation, since it pursues a negative
hermeneutics, showing in every author studied a self-contradictory dis-
course, and since it follows no principle other than the quest for ‘difference/
deferment’ (rejecting, as metaphysical illusion, any originary discursive
meaning inscribed within writing, or any founding humanist significance),
its representatives have none the less in practice directed their theories
towards the dissection and subversion of the powerful symbolic institutions
which support the status quo. However, what these dismantlers of ideology
and symbolic domination still tend to avoid is a theoretical rationale, for
fear of complicity with the very metaphysics and essences which they have
attacked not only for being false but also for supporting an oppressive social
hegemony. In his post-Marxian Aesthetic Theory Adorno already tries to
banish transcendental aesthetics from his appreciation of the fragmented,
negative artifacts of his archetypal modernist artists, Beckett, Kafka and
Celan. Beckett’s work, for instance, is designated as a tendentiously silent
artistic act of resistance to the meliorative project of bourgeois aesthetics.
And Derrida, the philosopher who haunts all poststructuralist criticism, has
found a blind spot vitiating the conscious project of every philosopher and
writer he has discussed, from Plato to Nietzsche and Heidegger, from
Rousseau to Freud.

Yet a series of recent articles and books has revealed the cruel paradox
which lies at the heart of this deconstructive purism. The pro-Nazi stances
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of Heidegger and Paul de Man, both writers who had seemed dauntingly,
quintessentially independent, have been experienced retrospectively as cata-
strophic. Whereas the right-wing politics of Yeats, Pound, Eliot and Lewis,
not to mention Marinetti, Céline or Gottfried Benn, have long been the
subject of critical discrimination between degrees and kinds of commitment
in expression and action, Heidegger and de Man were somehow assumed
to have deactivated the crude relation of philosophy and literature to
personality and society, making their play of argument sublimely inclusive
of, yet untouched by, contingency. So that the shock was the greater when,
at the height of the sway of American deconstruction (when it appeared to
have subsumed the other languages of criticism into its negative
hermeneutics), there was a return of the repressed voice of its political and
philosophical ‘other’. Indeed, in the crisis unleashed by the revelation of
Paul de Man’s wartime collaboration, the political repressed resurfaced in
its most grotesquely ‘uncanny’ form, as fascism. For the languages of modern
criticism, even in their poststructuralist forms, supposed at least a negative
principle behind their critical practice: rejecting the dangerously simplistic
languages of fascism —racism and imperialism, patriarchy and coercive
identity, strictly monological or binary thinking, utilitarian rationality. Yet
one advantage of the crisis is that now, the history of modern literary theory
has to be scrutinized and its unresolved questions used to rethink the future.

For these reasons Barbara Johnson’s critical review of Paul de Man and
the politics of deconstruction, which urges a reinterpretation of the political
mistakes and misconstruals of the founder of American deconstruction,
opens this book’s reassessment of modern literary theory. It exemplifies a
crucial conjuncture in the postwar history of literary theory. Johnson rejects
the charge that deconstruction must lead to a total uncertainty of language
and ideology, and shows how an analysis of de Man’s wartime collaboration-
ist writings, and of their suppression, just like Schiller’s denial of violence
in Kant’s aesthetics, can teach us the need to admit the political parameter
into literary theory.

The separation of the literary text from society and with it the repression
of the problems of interpretation and literary value are discussed by Peter
Biirger in a critique of Pierre Bourdieu, whose authoritative Distinction shows
up the social strategies and identifications disguised behind positions of
aesthetic taste and judgement. Biirger admits that all criteria of evaluation
are historically limited, although he is suspicious of Adorno’s tendency to
interpret the innovations of the artistic avant-garde as manifestations of an
objective development of the artistic material. For Biirger it is vital to assert
the continuing possibility of differentiating aesthetic values against what he
sees as a pessimistic reduction by Bourdieu of cultural consumption to social
determinism, where literature and culture are considered primarily as an
apparatus for the distribution of cultural ‘capital’ and social distinction.

The philosophical implications of both Barbara Johnson’s revision of
deconstruction, and Birger's challenge to Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, are
explored in Albrecht Wellmer’s analysis of Adorno’s Negative Dialectics as a
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concept of reason conscious of the seductive alliance between the power of
critique and the temptation of metaphysics. Despite Adorno’s attempt to
replace Kant’s faculty of reason, judged metaphysical, with concrete artistic
practice, Wellmer argues that the theories of Derrida show that Adorno
himself was tempted to invest aesthetics with metaphysical presence.

In fact, the essays by Johnson, Biirger and Wellmer, which constitute
Part I of this book, form the cornerstones of our field of investigation: the
repositioning of critical practice after the misadventures of theory, once its
lingering metaphysical assumptions (as to truth, value, use) and its discur-
sive integrity (seeking a pure position from which to approach other
positions) had been called into question. Their essays tackle the extremes
of political collusion, the collapse of aesthetic values, and philosophical
nihilism, which seem to threaten the deconstructive position. All three argue
that critique is still possible despite the crisis but that it can only advance
by taking its very difficulties as the starting point of its analyses.

1I

The paramount importance of history in shaping, determining and legitimiz-
ing our perception and interpretation of works of art, and creating an
archeology of texts from the past, is the theme of the second part of our
book. Both Hans Robert Jauss and Stephen Greenblatt are concerned
with the dialectical process which establishes relations of continuity and/or
difference between past and present. Jauss’s ‘reception theory’ takes as its
starting point the context within which commentators on the Bible estab-
lished different interpretative strategies, according to whether they saw
themselves retrieving original meaning, recording accreted significance, or
reinterpreting in the light of new situations. Jauss moves in the last analysis
to emphasize the historical continuity of the activity of interpretation, despite
the shifts of content and context emphasized by reception theory, where
the parameters of meaning are displaced by the creative input of the
reader.

Greenblatt, like Jauss, insists on ‘the historicity of texts’ and the ‘textuality
of history’, and he too rejects universal criteria of value and meaning. Yet
he goes further than Jauss in foregrounding discontinuities in the encounter
between past and present. His ‘new historicism’ questions the acts of cultural
interpretation and selection which assign value to some artifacts rather than
to others. He considers the fate of the divergent objects which are invested
with value by museums, and which are caught in the dialectic of the
respectful ‘resonance’ which the work’s rooting in a cultural context tends
to inspire, and the shock of ‘wonder’ which original (and hence alien)
creativity may provoke. Greenblatt gives preference to the specificity of the
historical moment and its alienating, disruptive effect on the normalizing
assumption of continuity, accepting the fact that the historical perspective
of his own theory is thereby called into question. And, in formulating the
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challenge that his ‘new historicism’ offers to teleological aesthetics, Green-
blatt traces the contingent historical accidents of his personal trajectory and
research.

But the problems of founding such an interpretative strategy may well
seem to threaten to render all cultural production entirely arbitrary. And
it is against the danger of turning the precariousness of representation itself
into an ontological absolute that Robert Weimann, adapting the Marxian
concept of appropriation, shows how different literary forms represent differ-
ent stages of the crisis of representation. He rejects the two extreme poles
of the relation of language to reality, the structuralist position that sign-
systems are autonomous, and the vulgar Marxist view that they directly
reflect reality. In constructing a history and sociology of modern forms of
self-reflexive literary representation, he shows how certain key works by
Flaubert, James and Hemingway signal self-consciously and self-critically
the reference of their own texts to the world they attempt to appropriate.

111

The violence and constraints affecting the relation of the historical to the
textual had traditionally been ignored by advocates of a strictly structuralist
semiotics, from the Russian Formalists in the 1920s, who defined literature
by its ‘literariness’, excluding all other criteria, to the French critics of the
1960s, whose semiotics were inspired less by linguistic theory itself than by
its conjunction with the structural anthropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss.
But since then there has been a revolution within linguistics itself. The
whole development of pragmatics has challenged not only the self-contained
systems of structuralism, but also, it would seem, the generally self-consum-
ing theories of the lack of overarching meaning which Derrida’s philosophy
has inspired.

Thus the third part of our book opens with chapters by Michael Riffaterre
and Ann Jefferson, who acknowledge the need to redefine the aims of a
poststructuralist formalism. Their ‘targets’ are the ‘undecidability’ which for
Jacques Derrida, and critics like Geoffrey Hartmann, removes key literary
texts from monologic significance, and the ‘literariness’ which for Roman
Jakobson cuts off the text from the world. Michael Riffaterre shows how an
ambiguous poetic discourse can yield effective meanings without the prin-
ciple of ‘undecidability’ paralysing hermeneutic activity; using texts by Blake
and Wordsworth which are notoriously difficult to interpret, he shows how
the reader calls on a wider cultural judgement to override the primary
‘undecidability’ of the text as provisionally segmented, and thus deploys a
heightened hermeneutic awareness, leading to a reprocessing of the work in
terms of a revised principle of segmentation. This second stage of interpret-
ation then frees the meaning which was blocked within the text, but also
opens it up to wider areas of public interpretation, through intertextual
activity. Ann Jefferson re-evaluates the two key figures of the tradition of
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Russian Formalism and suggests that Roman Jakobson’s quest for stylistic
universals has oversimplified the operation of language by ignoring its socio-
political dimension, which is better formulated by the aesthetic theory of
Mikhail Bakhtin, whose notion of fiction as a polyphonic and carnivalesque
activity is grounded in a theory of socio-linguistic agonistics.

As critics working from a linguistic basis have needed to refocus structural-
ism and contextualize its interpretative activities, so psychoanalytic critics
have seen the power and principles of their founding exegetical system
simultaneously exploited and challenged. Sarah Kofman, who has published
elsewhere her theoretical studies of Freud’s aesthetics, here conducts a
detailed reading of one of Freud’s own exemplary readings, that of The
Merchant of Venice, in order to deconstruct an over-simplified psychoanalytic
symbolism. It transpires that, even though Freud avoided becing entirely
constrained by the transformational structures suggested by his own model
of the dream work, he still did not bring out the social dimension of meaning
which Shakespeare’s language and structure convey in the case of his female
and his Jewish subjects, whose discourse is laden with subversive symbolic
connotations and values which challenge simplistic readings.

The critique of a given and stable psychoanalytic symbolism continues
in the next chapter, where all of Julia Kristeva’s experiences as a pioneer
of semiotics, a supporter of feminism, and a practising psychoanalyst feed
in to her theoretical and discursive strategies. She demonstrates how Lacan’s
notion of ‘identification’ illuminates both a case history and a reading of
Joyce. But Kristeva’s essay moves beyond a position of simple Freudian or
feminist ideology, for, if a notion of identity is necessary to render the
psyche operational, the semiotic pleasure of readerly projection implies a
concomitant strategy of reversal of identification. She finds the figure of the
wandering Ulysses as significant a psychological position as that of Freud’s
classic Oedipus complex; her model highlights the powerful circulation of
desire not only in the modernist text, but also in the controversial transferen-
tial postures she explores in her therapeutic work.

v

The need to revise modes of analysing the expression and representation of
women is implicit in Kristeva’s essay, as it is in Kofman’s. But the relation
of the underlying ideology to the mode of reading practised, and the social
position it implies, is explicitly brought into focus by Elaine Showalter’s
survey of the developments and prospects of feminist criticism. She shows
how interpretations of the feminine are inescapably related to questions of
race and class, how psychoanalytic or other theories must be contextualized
in relation to their different frames of institutionalized literary and cultural
activity. Showalter refuses the comforts of an essential feminine nature. But
she also rejects naive double-binds like those allegedly opposing ‘equality’
to ‘difference’, or ‘Anglo-Saxon pragmatists’ (compiling a female literary
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history) to ‘French theoreticians’, (conceptualizing a quintessentially female
language). As she unfolds the different diachronic stages and synchronic
strategies of a feminist literary enterprise she comes to the conclusion that
the most urgent issue of today’s theoretical debate, beyond the relationship
between the concepts of difference and identity in the discourse of gender,
is the power of a radically new discourse, questioning all given institutions,
to displace not only literary canons and gender stereotypes, but all the
parameters of critical discourse in other fields.

The consequent project, to re-situate oneself as critical subject while
maintaining a position of effective agency and rejecting the temptations of
{patriarchal) essentialism or (institutionalized) pragmatism, has implications
beyond feminism and opens a debate on the place of the critical subject in
terms of race and class, as well as in terms of the role of the teacher and
critic, and the importance of non-literary cultural activity. And as Showalter
unwrites patriarchal discourse, so Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak chal-
lenge the identities imposed by Western discourse in general on the third
world, thus calling into question the limited horizons within which many
critics tend to operate. Homi Bhabha points out the ambiguity of the most
critically aware literary visions of Empire, those of Forster and Conrad,
even or particularly when they claim to speak on behalf of the non-European,
and he reads their limitations in the light of the contradictory ideology of
non-literary administrative documents, whose repressed sub-text he eluci-
dates using the models of Derrida’s ‘in-between’ and Freud’s uncanny.
Gayatri Spivak argues that the role of the teacher should be scrutinized, in
order to focus on, for example, women’s expression in a Bengali film, rather
than on a traditional (white, patriarchal) literary text. She engages Fou-
cault as well as Marx in her self-critical exposure of the difficulties of the
commentator wishing to assume her marginal position without rendering
it unproblematically dominant. Both Bhabha and Spivak, then, elaborate
the difficulties of articulating a notion of cultural identity. They reject
that identity whenever it is defined merely as the ‘other’ (the negative
image) of a position of coercive power, and their models take on a
resonance which disturbs our own readings and positions, whatever our
progressive intentions.

Indeed, it is precisely this spirit of critical and self-critical enquiry which
has inspired this volume of original essays, precluding any monolithic
conclusion as to the current state of literary and cultural theory and its
future prospects. None the less the very variety and energy of the authors’
different responses is already a kind of answer. We find that the sophisticated
vaices of the new feminist consciousness and the post-colonial third-world
intelligentsia are not to be contained by traditional ideologies, even those
speaking in their favour. They will use the terminology of Marx and Freud,
but they will constantly question the ideological schemata which these
systems also presuppose. However, they do not contradict the new political
conscience of deconstruction or the heightened social awareness of post-
Freudian psychoanalysis. And formalism is able to criticize its linguistic
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foundations, while still providing a model of critical reading, compatible,
moreover, with the aims of critical hermeneutics and reception theory.
Marxism and the Frankfurt School have distanced themselves from any
simple theory of the relation between culture and society, but the models
of appropriation and negative dialectics which they inspired still furnish
important theoretical instruments. New developments in historical and social
theory reopen the whole question of cultural and aesthetic value, ebulliently
in the new historicism, more problematically, perhaps, in the case of modern-
ist fiction and ethnic cinema. The destabilization of the critical metalangu-
ages of modernism has, clearly, not been fatal.

In her opening chapter, Barbara Johnson quotes Paul de Man on the
uncertain relations of language and art to the world:

it is not a priori certain that language functions according to principles which
are those or which are [ike those, of the phenomenal world. It is by no means
an established fact that aesthetic values are incompatible. What is established
is that their compatibility, or lack of it, has to remain an open question.

The contributors to this book show how important, and exhilarating, it is
for them to call into question the bases of their own interpretative activity.
Certainly, no one critical language can now claim hegemony. Metaphysics
and politics will not disappear. The lesson for the critic is to remain vigilant,
and jforeground their interference with interpretation, instead of wishing it
away. Formalism must compose with reader-response strategies, psychoan-
alysis must open up its symbolic systems to feminist models. Marxism must
come to terms with a dissolution of nineteenth-century genres as well as
class-models. Each position is insecure: the place of the sacred Jewish texts
in Greenblatt’s museum is no less fragile than the authority of Spivak’s
Bengali film critic. Biirger cannot prevent life overrunning art in Beuys’
piles of felt and traces of fat, nor can Kristeva isolate the polymorphous
liberation of the Joycean text from the surrogate maternal identity which
she offers to disturbed female desire. But their openness is not to be confused
with total relativity. The circulation of textual, social and mental energies
driving contemporary criticism to transgress boundaries is objectively un-
settling; it is still emotionally and intellectually allied to the vast enterprise
of demystification and liberation that mark our modern age.

It has been suggested by Gianni Vattimo, in a synthesis of earlier reactions
by Benjamin, Adorno, and Heidegger, that we are now faced with ‘the
death or decline of art’, where avant-garde critics as well as avant-garde
artists are forced to enact the options of ‘utopia’ (a naive belief in the
suffusion of the whole of life with aesthetic power), ‘silence’ (using a vestigial,
self-destructive art negatively, to resist any social recuperation of culture),
or ‘kitsch’ (a manipulative mass culture). We believe that the present volume
shows that avant-garde criticism is able to resist these extremities, and that,
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without succumbing to an unjustified ‘pathos of the future’, it shows its
ability to maintain a vigorous critical and self-critical project, precisely by
taking these apparent limitations as its thematic challenge.

Peter Collier and Helga Geyer-Ryan
Cambridge 1990



