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I am not a Post-Marxist,
but a Marxist

An interview with Professor Terry Eagleton

m by Wang Jie & Xu Fangfu

Terry Eagleton is Professor of Cultural Theory and John Rylands Fellow at
the University of Manchester, UK. This is an interview with him by Professor
Wang Jie, from Nanjing University, and Professor Xu Fangfu, from China Uni-
versity of Petroleum (Beijing), in the School of Arts, Histories and Cultures of
the University of Manchester.

Time:10:30-12:00, 2nd May, 2008
Place: W104, Samuel Alexander Building, the University of Manchester.

Prof. Wang Jie (Wang): Good morning, Professor Eagleton. Shall we be-
gin our talk with your A fter Theory, which came out in 2003? On the one hand,
this book has had a widespread influence in China. Quite a few Chinese scholars
are trying to clarify and respond to the questions raised in it. In 2007, three ex-
.perts in literary criticism, namely Sheng Ning, Wang Ning and Zhang Xudong,
were invited to give talks in the Institute of Advanced Studies at Nanjing Uni-
versity, where 1 am working. Interestingly, they all happened to talk about
your A fter Theory. So I would like to know the incentive for you to write this

book. On the other hand, since 2006 Chinese scholars in the fields of literary
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theories and aesthetics have had some heated debates about the relationship be-
tween aesthetic ideology and Marxism. It is interesting that these discussions
concern the notion of ‘the ideology of the aesthetic,’ which is the title of your
1990 book. We have translated your book into Chinese, but there are quite a few
debates on the translation of the title. So could you help distinguish the two no-

tions, i.e. aesthetic and aesthetics?

Prof. Terry Eagleton (Eagleton) : I think that from the ideological point of
view, aesthetics is very ambiguous. It can serve the power of the president, but
it can also present the power of the artwork, can present a certain kind of eman-
cipated future. So, I wouldn’t say that the ideology of aesthetic is confined to

Marxism. But I would say that most work on it has largely been the Marxist
kind.

Wang: There is a technical question about aesthetic and aesthetics. Re-
member I was one of the translators of your The Ideology of the Aesthetic? In
the first edition, I translated the title into Chinese Meixue (aesthetics), and re-
ceived criticism from quite a few scholars. Then I changed the translation to
Shenmei (aesthetic) in the second edition, but got criticized from other schol-
ars. All this makes me quite confused and depressed. So what do you think is

the difference between the two terms, aesthetic and aesthetics?

Eagleton: Oh, right. Not really. ‘Aesthetics’ is the term usually used as a
study or science of art. ‘Aesthetic’ of course can be an adjective, like aesthetic
experience. I think, as far as the noun goes, really they are pretty interchangea-
ble. If you talk about the study of aesthetics, the study of art, you say ‘aesthet-
ics.’ But if you're talking about the view of art of a particular person, you say
‘his aesthetic,’ meaning his view of art. That’s the only difference, 1 think.

They’re pretty similar.
Prof. Xu Fangfu (Xu): So people don’t have to argue about it.

Eagleton: No, I don’t think so. I don’t think they need to argue about it.

There’s a technical difference as I've just said, but it’s very small.

Xu: So I think that’s solved.



Eagleton: On the second question, about A fter Theory. I think that it has
taken people in the West a considerable amount of time to realize that the high
point of cultural theory in the West is now twenty years or so behind us. It
doesn’t seem like that, but the great major bodies of work of Derrida, of Badi-
ou, now at least twenty years away, are very much associated with the end of
the 1960s’ political events at that time. Theory, in a way, is a kind of way of
keeping those ideas warm, as you can see what I mean, when the actual political
movements were forced back. So I was in the book really trying to alert people
to the fact that when we are talking about theory now, we are talking about al-
most a historical phenomenon. And that’s partly because, as 1 said in the book,
the rise or emergence of theory is very much associated with the period in the
West in which the Left was in the ascendancy. Well, it was a kind of optimistic
period between the mid-60s and the mid-70s. If you look at the date, a lot of the
major theories were produced in that time. So my book, in a sense, was trying
to act as a kind of balancing sheet between what is permanently valuable about

that and what is now changed.

Xu: Does that mean all those theories were important at that time, and

then afterwards there was a period of silence?

Eagleton: Well, 1 think what happened was that a lot of those theories
came out of political events. Then they lingered on, they continued on for a long
time, maybe fifty years or so after those events were long since over. So they
have a kind of afterlife. But now I think we can say that it has come to the end
of a period of high theory, of major theory. And so my book is an attempt to say
what we turn to is not that we just turn our back on them, but that the histori-

cal moment to which they belonged is now over. So we have to rethink.
Xu: So re-think is the central idea of A fter Theory .
Eagleton: 1 think so, yes.
Wang: Some think that the development of the various theories in the 1960s

was influenced by Marxism. But today, for obvious reasons, Marxism is faced

with serious crises and challenges, to which Chinese academics have paid much

1STXIRYN B JNq )STLEN-1S0J B 10U WrB | \ w



o N0 SR

attention. What do you think of the status quo and the future of Marxism in the
UK?

Eagleton: Marxism in the West in general, of course, has suffered an enor-
mous setback. Some people think that was because of the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Idon’t think that’s true because Marxism in the West was becoming out
of fashion long before the events of the late 1980s. So it’s not really simply a re-
action to those events in Eastern Europe. T think it was really a reaction partly
to changed political conditions in the West in the days when Reagan and Thatch-
er moved to the right wing, making it far less easy for radical ideas to survive.
The second factor is social changes in the West-the traditional working class is
now much smaller than it used to be. The classical industrial working proletariat
has vanished from the West. Changes in, which we have called postmodernism,
the advent of postmodernism, and politically, the growth of interest in different
kinds of politics, particularly what we would call in the West identity politics,
like women’s liberation, gay liberation, ethnic struggles-all this has had influ-
ence on the fate of Marxism. So I think that Marxism, for all of those reasons,
has no longer been in the central position as it used to be. On the other hand,
there is increasingly in the West a kind of anti-capitalist movement, which is not
specifically Marxist though it contains Marxism. But that has carried on certain
left-wing traditions. And if you want to look into the future, then, that's a very
broad, popular movement of many young people in particular. So I think that
the decline of Marxist criticism in the West is very deeply connected with the de-
cline of Marxist politics as a whole. And at the moment, the Western hegemony
(Western power) is simply too powerful, is simply too strong. So, if we would
see a resurgence of Marxist criticism, which I hope that we will, I think we have

to command different political conditions.

Wang: Yes. I agree. We should adapt to changed political conditions. On

‘the other hand, I am also thinking how we can hold on to the basic principles

and ideas of Marxism. We all know that Althusser’s ideological theory reflected
his response to the 1968 student movement in France and gave rise to the devel-
opment of various theories in the 1970s. But as these theories became out-dated
one after another, can we say the influence of the student movement has also
disappeared? This is the 40th anniversary of the movement, but I did not see

many people celebrating it. Could you share with us your view about it?



Eagleton: Well, I think that part of what I'm saying in response to the last
question is that sort of movement was forced back at a political level but it sur-
vived in terms of certain ideas, changed values and changed life styles. What has
happened since then, however, is that universities in the West have become in-
creasingly integrated into the capitalist system. In the days of the students
movement in the 1960s there was much less integration. So, the university and
the students could behave as a kind of critique. Universities were still the bases
where you could have room for critique. I think that’s less and less possible
now, which is one of the more pessimistic aspects of students’ life in the West.
Universities are now very much behaving, in the West, like capitalist corpora-
tions. They are very, very managerial and corporate. They are very concerned
with investment, and take very mechanical attitudes towards education, purely
education for vocational reasons. Students, however, are obligated to resist
that. There was a meeting in Manchester last week. You were there. You see
the concerns of students. I think that’s quite widespread. This phenomenon of
universities’ being increasingly incorporated into the system is widespread from

the West. It’s true in South Africa, it’s true in Australia, it’s true in America.
Xu: And also somewhat true in China.

Eagleton: Yes, also somewhat true in China. I think the danger is that the
traditional idea of university as a source of critique and a center of discussion is
now endangered, is under peril in the West. That’s one reason, why develop-

ments like the student events here are very hopeful in a sense.

Xu: Do you think the school authorities will pay enough attention to these

events?

Eagleton: I think, what happened in 1968 was that they were forced to e-
ventually. But I think they were forced to only when the students begin to link
their demands to other people’s demands. That happened in 1968. Workers and
students formed a kind of union. I think the universities are very worried about

having a bad public image. They are very vulnerable to that kind of publicity.

Wang: Marxist criticism has become diversified also in China. Literary crit-
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ics in China have focused their studies on how to understand the notion of ‘aes-
thetic ideology.’ To put it simply, there are basically three views. The first is
to study it from the Kantian point of view. The second is from the classical
Marxist perspective. And the third is to follow your point of view. So could you
clarify your understanding of the nature of the ideology of aesthetic from the

Marxist point of view?

Eagleton: All right. Well, I'm surprised that there’s a Kantian school be-
cause in the West that’s not now so important. But I don’t think there’s a single
thing called the Marxist critique of literature. Instead, it works on different le-
vels. And one of them has been the critique of the ideology of the work of art it-
self. And there is a very important aspect that has been concerned with what in
the West we've called the ideology of form. That is to say, it’s not the ideology
in the text, it’s not in the work of art, not simply as a matter of content, but al-
so as a matter of genre, and style, and structure, and narrative, and so on. So I
think there was interest in Marxist criticism of the West. People have also been
concerned with the interrelation between the ideology and formal properties,
qualities of the work. I think that’s one level. But at the same time, there’s
been a concern in the West with what you might call the idea of cultural produe-
tion. And here there’s been a use of certain Marxist concepts of production in
general, but specifically applying to what you might call the cultural mode of
production. This is concerned with audiences, with genres. In a word, a rela-
tion that sees culture itself as a social institution, not simply as a collection of i-
solated texts, but actually as a kind of social practice. And here a work of Ray-
mond Williams, my own mentor if you like, was very important. There’s litera-
ture of social practice, not literature as so much reflecting other social practices,
as a material reality of itself. And another interesting aspect of this has been a
growing concern with the role of the reader. There’s a lot of criticism, a lot of
aesthetics, including Marxist aesthetics, which seems to have concentrated on
the author of the work, or, the social context of the work, but not so much on
the reader. And this has been known as the reception theory. But I think there
can be a sort of specifically Marxist form as we see what are the factors which
influence the way the work is received, what social and historical factors influ-
ence the actual interpretation. All of this is another branch of Marxist aesthet-
ics. So I would say it would go at many levels. It works at many levels. Even if

one looks at classical Marxist criticism or aesthetics, I don’t think there’s ever a



