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Our New Criticism—By LIONEL
did not go unhonoured
L
among us at the turn of the century, but was
it for their style that most writers were read?

ABEL

Taste implies the perception of a limit. To be
sure, there have always been disagreements as to
the nature of that limit, and as to where it can be
found or fixed. Coleridge praised Shakespeare
for his taste; this he called perfect, implying as
much for his own. The French critics, whose taste
was quite different from that of the English
romantic, found other things in Shakespeare to
praise. So there are differences of perception from
period to period, also from nation to nation,
determining our differences of taste. But in every
instance in which a taste is asserted and a limit
implied, there is the further implication that those
who do not perceive this limit may be divided
from those who do. Literary criticism, before it
became a field to which hardly anyone can be
refused admittance, represented a principle of
cultural exclusion: this meant social exclusion,
also. The limit perceived by those with taste also
served to restrict the number of those who could
be said to have it.

ITERARY STYLE

Readers there were in abundance, though few
thought that reading could, or should be, an art.
Within the fairly large public for popular novels,
the question as to which of these had real value
was settled in the main by sales statistics, rather
than by what critics said. And sometimes the
critics said the statistics. To be sure, there were
the regular reviewers of books and plays representing in their pieces the main positions held,
if not actually taken, by members of the social
elite. The aim of such reviewers, and of some of
the critics, too, was to formulate or justify an
hypothesis of taste resting on the interests—
political, moral, or religious—of the socially
prominent, limited then in number, less limited in
authority.
Thus serious discussions of literary and
dramatic works generally centred around judgments of taste. There were then fewer critics on
the scene, and less need was felt for explaining
new works than for judging, which is to say, for
attacking or defending them. Ezra Pound even
held—but this was more than fifty years back—
that no literary piece was worth reading if it did
not express love or hate for a particular work.
And there were many others, less keen than Ezra
Pound, who urged the critic not to be impartial;
for some, he was to inspire, like the work, by an
inspired judgment of it. And by his emphasis on
certain favoured creations, he was expected to
draw a line separating those with a "true" understanding of literature from those whose claim to
understand it could be dismissed.

TODAY, ALL THIS has

changed. More than twenty
years ago, the poet Randall Jarrell called his
decade "The Age of Criticism", and he meant the
term pejoratively. He did not object to the fact,
though, that books were being judged; he made
judgments himself, and we still remember his
evaluations of Whitman and of Frost. What he
objected to was simply that the judges were
becoming too numerous: there were more books
about books than books about life as it was being
lived; there were more books about poetry than
books of poems; inevitably there would be more
books about the novel than novels to write books
about. Now in the years since Jarrell challenged
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his epoch, the relationship of criticism to literature
has been further changed. I think Jarrell would
have been more depressed by our own period
than he was by his. The number of books about
books increases; the number of books not about
books declines. It is now even being said rather
widely that the very distinction I am assuming is
a false one, and that there is no such thing as a
book which is not about some other book. We
are told that we are confined in a library to which
there are ever more numerous entrances—and
from which there is no clear exit. And in this
ever-vaster library the number of critical works
increases; also the motive for producing such
works is now in doubt. We are unlikely to find
love or hatred of particular works or authors
when we search out the motives for most of the
criticism being written today.

OF THE PRESUPPOSITIONS of past
O NEcriticism
was that good critics would give

their closest attention to the best that had been
written. I suppose the authority for this belief
was the respect with which Aristotle's considerations of the best Greek tragedies continued to be
held. However, there were some intelligent
dissenters. For example, Voltaire observed that
there was nothing whatever to say about Racine,
since he was so perfect, and this implied that the
critic's attention would be more properly directed
toward works that are flawed, in which case the
finest criticism could hardly be about the finest
works. Then too there were those who numbered
Dr Johnson's analysis of the minor poets among
the major works of literary criticism. These
opinions, however, were not very widely held.
It was generally assumed, though, that any
acceptable novelty in criticism would be stimulated
by something novel in the work considered; the
primary locus of originality was thought to lie in
the work itself. To be sure, even in the 19th
century, this assumption did not hold for everyone. Taine, for example, did not hesitate to
explain the masterworks of English literature in
terms of the three critical categories he had hit
upon: "race", "milieu", and "the historical
moment." Taine's work, though, was unusual in
the 19th century; since then it has become the
model for those very investigations of literature
(on the basis of theories drawn from philosophy
and the social sciences) to which we have been
subjected of late. I must add here that Taine's
method did not, like some recent approaches,
eliminate taste altogether, but extended it beyond
the literary works considered, to include the
"races", "milieus", and "historical moments"

causally connected with the works his theory
"explained."
there was tacit agreement that
literature was not to be used for the testing of
new psychological or social theories. The assumption was that anyone discussing an author's work
had to be interested, first of all, in its value as
literature. Having demonstrated his interest in
this regard, the critic might then show that the
work could be used to buttress some pet theory,
psychological, sociological, or philosophical.
While I think the kind of criticism of poetry we
had from T. S. Eliot during the 1920s and '30s
was in accord with this general view, even his
writings were objected to by Ezra Pound for
showing Eliot in too prominent a light, and at the
expense of the works he was considering. Yet
Eliot was advancing no special theory about
literature, no startling new psychological or
sociological hypotheses. He was interested in a
different kind of critical venture, and gave his
intellectual support to a particular kind of
sensibility, rather than to any particular idea,
old-fashioned or new-fangled. From which we
may get some notion of why he could say, in
praise of Henry James, that the novelist had too
fine a mind to let it be violated by any idea.
IN THE MAIN,

Is THERE ANYONE teaching in our present-day
university departments of English or of comparative literature—and I must point out that
most of us writing on literature are teaching in
such departments—who would like to have that
fine a mind? To have a mind too fine to be
violated by ideas would make one rather quaint
and useless on the teaching scene as we see it
today. Such, at any rate, seems to be the conclusion that has been drawn by many of my
colleagues in the English departments of our
universities. The important thing in our departments now is not to be able to properly evaluate
a book or to be able to rank it in a hierarchy of
similar works. These moves may be made, but
they are not required. The important thing today
in connection with any book is to be able to
dominate it with some idea drawn not from
literature, but from some other discipline: anthropology, sociology, psychology (behavioural or
gestalt), psychoanalysis or semiology; metaphysics or programmatic anti-metaphysics. The
domination of the literary work by some other
discipline is one of the main features of the
university approach to literature today.
Writers have always valued originality. The
novelist, playwright or poet who can invent some
new device of plot or rhetoric is almost sure to
win the admiration of his fellows. In literary
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circles, originality, while not always demanded, is
almost always admired. In academic circles, where
admiration is much less spontaneously accorded,
originality has of late become a sine qua non. The
critic is now expected to be more original than
the literary artist whose work he is considering.
Michel Foucault said as much boldly and unequivocally: Commentary on a text ought to be
more interesting than the text itself. And as the
demand for originality became widespread in our
universities, it soon followed that a literary
criticism would assert itself there in some movement patterned after those which introduced
novelty into poetry, the novel and the theatre.
The chief characteristic of literary structuralism,
and that derivative of it which may not improperly be called textualism, is to be found in the
efforts to produce a new movement in literary
criticism, one not based on new works of literary
art.

TRACE THE BEGINNINGS of the present
I tendency
to the work of two interesting writers

on literary topics who appeared on the scene more
than twenty years ago: the Canadian critic,
Northrop Frye, and the French critic, Maurice
Blanchot. But when I say I trace the present trend
to these writers, I do not mean that they are to
be held accountable for it. I mean merely that
their writings opened the way for the kind of
criticism now being practised in our schools, a
criticism rather different in many ways from
theirs.
I think it was Northrop Frye who introduced
the notion into American criticism that the
evaluation of a literary work is not the real
business of the critic. Value judgments could be
made, of course, but their truth could never be
demonstrated; and their expression did not
indicate the critic's competence. The only kinds
of statements about literary works which could
actually be proved would be descriptive statements as to their style or mode. Such statements
could be made and demonstrated convincingly
once an adequate theory of literature had been
made available. Professor Frye proposed to make
some such theory available to us in his authoritative, often brilliant, and always readable
Anatomy of Criticism (1957).
The late W. K. Wimsatt, in "Criticism as
Myth" (1966), a powerful (though admiring)
critique of Frye, showed conclusively that it is
neither possible nor profitable to describe a
literary work if one is not interested in how the
work succeeds or fails as literary art. But Professor
Wimsatt's powerful argument notwithstanding,
it was Northrop Frye's viewpoint which won

acceptance in the schools. Why was this the case?
I suggest the following.
Here was an issue that could not be settled by
the power of argument. For the examination of
literary texts is for the professional teacher
nothing less than a form of life. He has to examine
such texts, and he has to be able to describe them.
He does not have to judge them, or arrange them
in a hierarchy. The kind of judgment of literary
works that was once current in drawing-rooms
and in cafes—and in the cafeterias of Greenwich
Village, let me add—seems out of place in the
modern classroom. Thus it was, I think, that
Professor Frye was able to convince the teachers
of literature in our university departments, and
W. K. Wimsatt could not.
To be fair to Professor Frye, I must note here
that he himself never justified the view that ideas
derived from other disciplines should dominate
the study of literature. Quite the contrary. He had
come on the scene at a time when the new critics
were being heard in the university classrooms,
and he shared with these critics their main notion,
i.e. that literary works were not to be looked at
in the light of considerations not intrinsic to
literature. Like the new critics, he would not, to
better comprehend some literary work, set it in a
context not already provided by literature. Like
the new critics, he was prepared to practise a
certain kind of reductionism, but this would not
be at the expense of literature. His approach
called only for the reduction of literature to—
literature. But unlike the new critics he would not
perform such a reduction in order to establish
the value of a particular work; his aim was
simply to be more precise and scientific in his
description of the mode to which the work
belonged. The New Critics wanted to judge
literary works in literary terms alone. Frye did
not want to judge them at all, and in so far as he
could not avoid judging, his evaluations tended
to be rather conventional. Perhaps this is why
Frank Kermode said of Frye that he is probably
the least original of all the critics. If he judged,
this was against his intent; yet judgment was
unavoidable in the one activity that did interest
him, which was to hold up a mirror to the works
he was considering. This mirror was made up of
all the other works.

as I noted, has influenced
the contemporary trend in an important way, is
the French writer, Maurice Blanchot. This writer,
like Northrop Frye, denied the significance of
judging the works he studied. Blanchot attacked
no one. "The bad works", he wrote, "are not
worth all the ill things said of them." Just the
THE SECOND CRITIC WHO,
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same, some judgment of value was implied in his
writings on literature, for he indicated that in his
view criticism was the confrontation of the critic
with a piece of writing that had succeeded as
literature—at the extreme limit, with a literary
masterpiece. But his interest in those masterpieces
he discussed was not directed towards showing
their virtues, or underlining those respects in
which they excelled rival works.
Perhaps his real contribution was the invention
of what might be called a twilight tone with which
to comment, unexcited but eloquent, on his
favoured texts. His style suggests, to this reader
at least, the evening vision of the owl of wisdom,
which takes flight (as Hegel noted) once action,
which is to say, history—in this case, the history
of literature—is over. If, in the discoveries made
by each writer Blanchot considers, there were
triumphs, defeats, dramas, none of these are
represented in the lapidary, monotonous, and
always unemphatic prose through which he
remains at a distance from them. What is past he
keeps securely within the past. Whereas critics
generally try to bring a past work vividly before
the reader's mind so that he can focus upon it in
present time, Blanchot tends in his discussion of
a work to prevent it from emerging from the past,
where it is to remain, so to speak, enshrined.
All this may suggest that Blanchot is a philosopher rather than a literary critic, and that he is
actually doing philosophy disguised as literary
criticism. I want to deny any such suggestion. I
would distinguish the philosophical from the
literary as follows. Within the philosophical,
questioning is more important than answering;
within the literary, answering is privileged as
against questioning. Now when Blanchot writes
that the answer is the "misfortune of the question"
is his assertion that of a literary man or of a
philosopher? His statement here, I should say,
despite its pessimistic tone, is after all a literary
assertion. It is an answer that regrets being an
answer. But however it dislikes itself for that, this
statement of Blanchot's, and it is a characteristic
one, has the fullness, forthrightness, and literariness of a real assertion.

Northrop Frye and
Blanchot revealed to the next
generation of critics, though, to be sure, by means
of very different judgments, was that the older
modes of literary investigation, evaluation and
analysis would perhaps no longer serve. Suppose
one did not want to follow either of these two
writers? All the same they made it very difficult
HAT THE WORK OF

W Maurice

to follow those who had preceded them. As we
have seen, neither of them saw much good in the
evaluation of works of literature. But their
example also led the more sophisticated to doubt
the value of "explaining" works. In trying to
dominate these with explanatory theories one
might end up being dominated by the very text
one was trying to make clear. Thus, the French
expert on Joyce, Professor Helene Cixious,
recently tried to show in Literary History (spring
1976), that Freud, in trying to explain E. T. A.
Hoffmann's story "The Sandman", was subtly
led to imitate the very object of his analysis. He
was trying to become the author of an analysis as
"uncanny" as Hoffmann's tale!
In the past, the explanation of literary works
was addressed to discovering some hidden content
in them. This content might be psychological or
social; it might reflect the kind of data Freud was
looking for in Hoffmann; or the data turned up
by social and even animal psychologists; and
recently, anthropological data have been related
to literary texts. All such investigations are,
however, subject to the following criticism:
whatever is revealed by one method of investigation may actually tend to hide what could be
revealed by another; and how is one to choose
which revelation to make? It has been said, for
instance, that psychoanalytic methods of interpretation can be applied along with the methods
of social psychology relied on by Marxist critics,
who explain the motives and deeds of fictional
characters by class purposes—often those of the
author. But it is hard to see how this view can be
maintained, nor do we have any instances in
which psychoanalytic revelations are consistently
made that do not in fact hide what might well
have been turned up by social psychology.
As an example of this, we might look at the
differing views of Lucien Goldmann, who was
quite explicit about his Marxist bias, and a newer
critic, Leo Bersani, equally outspoken about his
Freudianism, on the same topic (one full of
literary meaning). How is it that Racine, silent
for twelve years after the failure of Phedre, returned to the stage with such very different plays
as Esther and Athaliel
For Goldmann, Racine's silence for twelve years
is no problem at all. Had he not, with Phedre,
perfected one kind of tragedy, the kind of tragedy
in which God is absent from the stage? Now God
is not absent from the world represented in Esther
and Athalie. Also, for the first time in plays of
Racine, the people appear. In his little book,
Racine, Goldmann writes:
" . . . it was only with the English revolution in 1688,
after James II fled to the French court at Saint
Germaine-en-Laye, that Racine came across a king
overthrown by his subjects."
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Apparently this is why God and the people were
able to appear in the last plays.
Now here is Leo Bersani's very different view
of the same matter. Restating Charles Mauron's
Freudian explanation of Racine's silence after
Phedre, he writes,1

obscure them from another, so that they cannot
be completely mastered by any one description.
Is there anything else one can do with a literary
text besides describing, evaluating, or explaining
it? Very recently another operation has been set
forth which has already become so fashionable
that in a very short time I predict there will be
"We have seen that in Phedre the haunting,
little novelty left to it. But at the moment, the
aggressive, sexually terrifying mother makes a
deconstruction
of a text represents the latest turn
spectacular return. She is gotten rid of by the end
in critical commentary.
of the play, but given the son's liberating identification of his being with hers, a potentially liberating
So fashionable, in fact, has "deconstruction"
matricide is also the death of the child. And it is
become that writers may now apologise when
just at this moment that Racine stops writing
they are not able to bring one off. Thus Carol
tragedies...."
Jacobs, writing on Walter Benjamin's "Image of
Proust" in Modern Language Notes (Volume 86,
Having rid himself, by a kind of suicide, of the
powerful pre-Oedipal mother in Phedre, Racine, Number 6, December 1971) writes apologetically
of her own text on Benjamin's:
when he returns to the stage twelve years later,
gives us, says Bersani,
"This text, for example, adds nothing to Benjamin's.
"... that combination of moral and metaphysical
It cannot claim to deconstruct 'Zum Bilde
self-righteousness in Joad which makes the Christian
Prousts'...."
tragedy Athalie perhaps Racine's most brutal play."
In fact Miss Jacobs' whole criticism of Benjamin's
One wonders: was it a post-Oedipal mother that
essay is that it does not sufficiently deconstruct
Racine rid himself of at the end of Athaliel But
the affirmations in Proust's masterpiece. I must
in any case it will be seen that the two explanations
add here that some of our university critics now
of Racine's silence, and of what motivated his
find "deconstructions" in works they are not
final works, directly exclude each other, and lead
themselves trying to deconstruct. Thus, J. Hillis
to utterly different judgments of the plays inMiller, in his essay on Wallace Stevens' poem
volved.
"The Rock", finds that one of Stevens' typical
Of course, Goldmann and Bersani are not the
intellectual manoeuvres " . . . deconstructs the
only writers on such topics. Very recently Jeanhuman scene . . . " of his poem.
Paul Sartre, in his work on Flaubert, made an
But what is meant by "deconstruction"? The
effort to synthesise all that could be understood of
German term for this procedure, Abbau, appears
Flaubert and his works from both a psychoanain Edmund Husserl's Erfahrung und Urteil
lytic and a Marxist standpoint. Though im{Experience and Judgment, 1973) and also in one
mensely brilliant, the work is certainly a failure,
of his appendices to The Crisis (a section of which,
since the explanations do not support each other,
The Origin of Geometry, was translated into
and are never summed up by Sartre into a single
French
by Jacques Derrida). David Carr, in
synoptic view. The Flaubert of Freudian analysis
• (however modified by Sartre) is simply not the Phenomenology and History (1974), calls Abbau,
which he translates as "dismantling", a "helpful
Flaubert of social psychology; the first does not
hint." Professor Carr writes:
contain the second, and the second does not even
hint at the existence of the first. We may be
" . . . the idea seems to be that we can somehow
reminded here of the warning of Martin Heisubtract the [elements of] idealization from our
degger: where there is disclosure there is also
present experience, remove or take apart what has
concealment. To find out even one thing we often
been super-added to the world by the function of
have to pay the price of ignoring or concealing
tradition, and thereby arrive at what was present
something else.
before."

MASTER of all I can explain (as Theodore
I AM
Haecker has said). So no doubt it is a good

thing that literary works cannot be completely explicated. Viewing them from one standpoint may
In his book, A Future for Astvanax (1976)

Now just why did Husserl, who had no animus
against science, want to remove those idealisations
of experience super-added to it by the sciences? In
a fragment on the "Phenomenological Origin of
the Spaciality of Nature", published by Marvin
Farber in Philosophical Essays in Memory of E.
Husserl, the philosopher makes the point that in
our actual experience we feel the earth to be at
rest. On the other hand, the Copernican theory
tells us that the earth, on which we seem to be at
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rest, is actually in motion around the sun.2 Could
we not then deconstruct or dismantle the Copernican theory and once again find the earth to be
as it must have appeared to Ptolemy and to
Aristotle? Evidently at one point Husserl believed
the procedure possible and even inevitable, and
that by applying his reductive method we could
experience things as they had been experienced
prior to their idealisation and theoretisation by
mathematical science. Such was the original
meaning of "deconstruction."3
Is there any reason, though, for deconstructing
works of literature? Francesca's speech in The
Divine Comedy is certainly an idealisation of the
feeling and also of the rhetoric of love. But does
this give us any reason to deconstruct it? Here I
must note the difference not noted by our literary
"deconstructors" between literature and science.
Literature is not accumulative, as science is.
Powerful theories, like those of Copernicus and
Galileo, do not remain isolated in the work of
these theorists, but are built upon by those who
follow them. There would be no felt need to
deconstruct or dismantle the theories of Copernicus and Galileo if these had not entered into the
very foundations of Western mechanics and provided the basis for further mathematisations and
theoretisations of the natural world. One can
hardly do physics without citing Galileo, but
surely one can make love without quoting Paolo
or Francesca (who, in fact, are damned when
Paolo quotes—reads—from the poem about
Lancelot and Guinevere). In science, each theoretical construction is retained in further constructions, until (as Husserl finally recognised)
however we dismantle these, we can still never

a
Jacques Derrida, in his introduction to his translation of Husserl's The Origin of Geometry, states the
matter quite precisely. Husserl's fragment, he says,
" . . . reduces, rather than'... refutes' the Copernican
naivete ' . . . just as my own body, in so far as it is
originarily here and the zero pole of every determination of space and spatial movement, is not
itself in movement in that space, even so . . . the
Earth, that originary body . . . in terms of which
alone can there be any Copernican determination of
the Earth as a body-object, is not itself a body
among others. Originarily, it does not move any
more than our body moves . . . the Earth knows,
therefore, the repose of an absolute here."
3
Since the very procedure of deconstruction was set
forth first of all by Husserl, it is vexing to read in an
article by Professor Eugenio Donato, "Here, Now"/
"Always, Already", diacritics (fall, 1976), that
this very analytical method was designed to take
apart Husserl's system. It so happens that Husserl
did not have a system. Husserl wrote in a letter to
E. Parl Welch,
"May I ask you not to call my philosophy a
'system,' for it is precisely its objective to make all
'systems' impossible once and for all."

get back to experiencing the world as something
yet to be described. The world is now given to us
as changed by Galileo.
But literature is a domain in which no creator
is compelled to build upon what his predecessors
had discovered. Is Proust a problem for those
who follow him, as Husserl thought Galileo a
problem for us? But Proust's descriptions are
descriptions of his own experience—no writer
since Proust has been compelled to build upon or
to develop them. By reading Remembrance of
Things Past we are not prevented from seeing the
world as it was before Proust looked at it. We
have to agree with Galileo even when we would
rather not do so; we prefer—though we do not
feel at all required—to agree with Proust.

that "deconI struction" is a valuablethough,
procedure for other
T MIGHT BE ARGUED,

objectives than the one Husserl had in view. And
it might, after all, have some application to
literature So, as an example of the procedure,
used with some other end in view, let us take the
deconstruction by Paul de Man in diacritics (fall,
1973) of a passage from Swann's Way. Apparently
Professor de Man's aim is to question the way in
which the metaphor of reading is used by Proust,
and he asks whether this metaphor really unites
"outer meaning with inner understanding, action
with reflection...." Here is the passage from
Swann's Way (de Man's translation):
"I had stretched out on my bed, with a book, in my
room which sheltered, tremblingly, its transparent
and fragile coolness against the afternoon sun,
behind the almost closed blinds through which a
glimmer of daylight had nevertheless managed to
push its yellow wings, remaining motionless
between the wood and the glass, in a corner, poised
like a butterfly. It was hardly light enough to read,
and the sensation of the light's splendor was given
me only by the noise of Camus (...) hammering
dusty crates; resounding in the sonorous atmosphere that is peculiar to hot weather, they seemed
to spark off scarlet stars; and also by the flies
executing their little concert, the chamber music of
summer; evocative not in the manner of a human
tune that, heard perchance during the summer,
afterwards reminds you of it; it is connected to
summer by a more necessary link: born from
beautiful days, resurrecting only when they return,
containing some of their essence, it does not only
awaken their image in our memory; it guarantees
their return, their actual, persistent, unmediated
presence. The dark coolness of my room related to
the full sunlight of the street as the shadow related
to the ray of light, that is to say, it was just as
luminous, and it gave my imagination the total
spectacle of the summer, whereas my senses, if I
had been on a walk, could only have enjoyed it by
fragments; it matched my repose which (thanks to
the adventures told by my book and stirring my
tranquillity) supported, like the quiet of a motion-
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less hand in the middle of a running brook, the
shock and motion of a torrent of activity."
Of this beautiful passage Professor de Man writes:
"inwardness is valorized positively as something
desirable that has to protect itself against the intrusion of outside forces, but that nevertheless has
to borrow, as it were, some of its constitutive
properties from the outside. A chain of binary
properties is set up and antithetically differentiated
in terms of the inside/outside polarity: properties of
coolness, darkness, repose, silence, imagination and
totality, associated with inwardness, contrast with
the heat, the light, the activity, the sounds, the
senses, and the fragmentation that govern the outside. By the act of reading, these static oppositions
are put in motion, thus allowing for the play of
substitutions by means of which the claim for totalization can be made. Thus, in a beautifully seductive
effect of chiaroscuro, mediated by the metaphor of
light as a poised butterfly, the inner room is convincingly said to acquire the amount of light
necessary to read. . . . According to the narrator,
these metaphorical substitutions and reversals
render the presence of summer in the room more
complete than the actual experience of summer in
the outside world could have been."
So far I see nothing to object to in Professor de
Man's description of Proust's passage—nor can I
see any reason for dismantling it. Do we have to
fear that readers of this passage will be led by
Proust to find the experience of summer indoors
more complete than summer in the world outside?
Or that other writers will assume the truth of
Proust's experience and build upon it? Then why
take the passage apart (as Professor de Man does
in the following paragraph)?
"The text achieves this synthesis [of inside and
outside] and comments on it in normative terms,
comparable to the manner in which treatises of
practical rhetorics recommend the use of one figure
in preference to another in a given situation: here it
is the substitutive totalization by metaphor which
is said to be more effective than the mere contiguity
of metonymic association. As opposed to the
random contingency of metonymy... the metaphor
is linked to its proper meaning by, says Proust, the
"necessary link" that leads to perfect synthesis. In
the wake of this synthesis, the entire conceptual
vocabulary of metaphysics enters the text: a terminology of generation, of transcendental necessity, of
totality, of essence, of permanence, and of unmediated presence. The passage acts out and asserts
the priority of metaphor over metonymy in terms
of the categories of metaphysics and with reference
to the act of reading."
4
The reader may wonder at the consequences Paul
de Man draws from the fact that in Proust's long
passage he relied, in one instance, on a dead or
sleeping metaphor. The reason is, I think, that Paul
de Man accepts Derrida's contention in La Mythologie
Blanche that metaphysics results from the use of dead
or sleeping metaphors. However, the contention is a
very questionable one, and it is strongly challenged by
the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur, in his book La
metaphore vive. Live metaphors, Ricoeur indicates,
are much more important to metaphysics than dead
or sleeping ones.

If it is not clear why Proust's passage should be
destroyed, it is certainly clear that the purpose of
Professor de Man's rather abstract description of
it is a thoroughly destructive one. Let us examine
it closely. Professor de Man asserts that Proust's
passage comments on what it describes in the
manner of a treatise of practical rhetoric, which
recommends one figure or trope above another.
But is this indeed true? Does Proust's text assert
any such thing? Does it in fact assert that
"totalisation by metaphor" is more effective than
"the mere contiguity of metonymic association"?
Should it not be clear that it is Professor de Man
and not Proust who is interested in the manner in
which treatises of rhetoric recommend the use of
certain tropes as against others? Proust, I take it,
was interested in recommending—but only to
himself—summer as felt in the coolness of his
room to summer as felt in the heat of the street.
But in any case he was writing about summer and
not about some manner of referring to it rhetorically. Professor de Man could only be right in
his assertions if Proust were not only writing
rhetorically, but writing rhetorically about rhetoric. I still think he was writing about summer.
That last, after all, might be a trope in nature's
text but it is certainly not a trope in Proust's.
"QROFESSOR DE M A N develops his argument
-T by concentrating on the phrase, a "torrent of
activity." This phrase, he writes, is not, or is no
longer
" . . . a metaphor in French: it is a cliche, a dead or
sleeping metaphor, that has lost the suggestive,
connotative values contained in the word 'torrent.'
It simply means 'a great deal of activity', the
amount of activity that is likely to agitate one to
the point of getting hot. Heat is thus surreptitiously
smuggled into the passage from a cold source. . . . "
We cannot but agree with Professor de Man
that the expression "torrent of activity" is a
cliche, a dead or sleeping metaphor; 4 but agreement
with him has to end there. Is it the case that "heat
is surreptitiously smuggled" into the passage by
Proust? For that to be so the only source of heat
in the passage would have to be the rhetorical
cliche "torrent of activity", which, being a cliche,
could hardly be a source of either heat or cold,
even though it can hint of both. But there is in
fact another source of heat in Proust's passage.
And this is not a cliche at all, it is a reality: the
summer day outside. What Proust has done in
this passage—against which Professor de Man
protests in his attempt at deconstruction—is to
make a whole out of the fragments of his experience, something all poets have tried to do and
few have done more successfully than he.
In the particular passage in question he has tried
to unite the quiet of his room with the noise of
the street, the coolness inside with the heat out-
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doors, and his own leisurely meditation with the
activity of those he sees passing by. If one wants
to show that this whole is false or invalid, one
must show that it was not really felt. One must
show that its apparent validity is illegitimately
maintained by rhetorical devices to which objection can be taken. But the single objection
Professor de Man has made is not a valid one and
he has not at all succeeded in showing that the
experience which Proust has tried to describe: for
us as a whole was not in truth felt by him to be
that, or that his words do not support his feeling.
All that Professor de Man has succeeded in doing
in his deconstruction, I think, is to protest
against any kind of suggestive or poetical rhetoric. In fact he asserts that the kind of analysis
he has made of Proust would be applicable
" . . . with proper modifications of technique, to
Milton or to Dante or to Holderlin. This will in
fact be the task of literary criticism in the corning
years." So lovers of Milton, Dante, and Holderlin
now know what to expect.

that Proust, as Professor de Man
charges, has brought " . . . the entire conceptual
vocabulary of metaphysics . . . " into his text? Is
it not really the case that Professor de Man has
brought a good deal of the conceptual vocabulary
of linguistics into his consideration of Proust's
text, in which, as a matter of fact, there is very
little of the conceptual vocabulary of metaphysics
(though the thought in it does have some relation
to metaphysical thinking, as, for that matter,
Professor de Man's strictures on it also have).
For one thing, Professor de Man does not scruple
to idealise the differences between metonymy and
metaphor, and such idealisation of the distinction
between them is metaphysical through and
through. All idealisations of our experience or of
our categories for judging it are metaphysical;
but if we cannot eliminate such idealisations from
the natural sciences, then how are we going to
object to them in literature, or in the criticism of
literature? Eugen Fink, who was intimate with
Husserl when the philosopher first wrote of
deconstructing the Copernican theory, and who
was also acquainted with the philosopher's
disillusioning recognition that any such deconstruction would be quite useless, finally told us
that there is not a single blade of grass which can
be considered independently of the thought of
Plato, Aristotle, Kant and Hegel. Then how could
their thought be absent from Proust's description
of a summer's day from his room? Or, once again,
from Professor de Man's deconstruction of
Proust's text?
AND IS IT TRUE

According to J. Hillis Miller, though, we should
try to "deconstruct" metaphysics, or at least
"monological metaphysics", even if, as Professor
Miller admits " . . . this attempt always fails, so
that it has to be performed again and again,
interminably...." ("Arachne's Broken Woof",
The Georgia Review, spring, 1977).

Professor Miller analyses in his paper—a
segment from a work in progress—Troilus' famous
speech to Ulysses in Troilus and Cressida. Having
witnessed with Ulysses Cressida's flirt with
Diomede, the hero exclaims: "This is, and is not,
Cressid." Now according to Professor Miller,
Troilus in making this remark, and, in fact, in
his whole outburst, is doing nothing less than
contradicting the principle of self-identity and
non-contradiction ". . . whereby any entity is indivisibly equal to itself." He tells us further:
"This principle (A=A) has been since Aristotle
the basis of Western logic and Western metaphysics." So it turns out that Troilus' outburst is
a "deconstruction", and not merely of his romantic faith in Cressida, but also of his sanity, his
logic, and even of Western metaphysics and
Western civilisation. Now if, in support of
Professor Miller's interpretation, it may be noted
that even Hegel's system—as integral to Western
thinking as is Plato's—is governed like Plato's by
the law of contradiction, on the other hand,
any single assertion saying anything less than the
whole of his system does not for Hegel have to
observe the principle of self-identity as represented
by the formula A=A which, for Hegel, is a pure
tautology. Identity, the philosopher holds, is
inseparable from difference; identity, he says, is
the identity of identity and non-identity. Shall we
then say of Troilus' outburst: "This is, and is not,
Cressid", that these words of his are eminently
sane, rational, dialectically philosophical? No, I
do not think we should say any such thing. We
should not relate Troilus' remarks to the problems
raised in Hegel's dialectic or in philosophy since
Hegel. Philosophy of true conceptual rigour
requires a different language from that of
Shakespeare's characters and one not possible in
any proper discussion of Shakespeare's plays.

HPHERE IS ANOTHER PROCEDURE favoured

A by university critics today, which we owe to
Roland Barthes, an engaging French writer with
a talent for making stylistically attractive what is
often logically objectionable. Barthes has a flair
for ideas in a great many fields, and a rare talent
for bringing them to bear on literary texts.
Throughout his many ingenious and lively essays
he has almost always managed to be interesting,
and he tries to interest us by the manner of his
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writing as well as by what he says. I do not mean
to suggest that he is uninterested in truth as such
(Raymond Picard accused him of this); and one
might think this to be so from Barthes' book on
Racine (many of Picard's polemical points
against the book are justified); all the same I
myself think it is the best book written on Racine
to date and have said as much. Curiously enough,
I suspect that the ultra-modern Barthes interests
us in part because he possesses characteristics of
the traditional man of letters which, from a very
strict point of view, may be regarded as faults. I
would especially stress his interest in exciting us
rather than in persuading us of something he
himself finds true. But this stimulating writer has
influenced the young critics by the far-out
positions he has taken, which they no doubt think
represent critical daring, but are also responsible
for what I often find faulty in his and their
criticism. I do not mean to censure Barthes
here for his interest in Levi-Strauss, or in myth,
or in Saussure's significant work, or in Charles
Saunders Pierce, or in semiology. These interests
of Barthes are justified as such, and have led him
to take many of the views which seem to us
important. So it is not surprising that his. taste
for such ideas has not gone without consequence.
But I am struck by the effect of one of his ideas
which has had great, and, I should say, disastrous
influence on a whole group of critics. This notion
of his, expressed recently in his book sz (1975), is
that reading, to be active and creative, ought to
be "writerly" rather than "readerly", and this
amounts to nothing less than the assertion that
reading ought to be a form of writing. Now it is
one thing, I think, to distinguish between reading
because you want to read, and reading because
you want to write; Sartre made this clear in the
third volume of his work on Flaubert. The writer
will read differently from the reader who is not
planning to write. But even the writer, who, when
he reads, is in fact planning to write something
himself, is, I think, not writing when he reads. The
astonishing claim that he is has been made by a
whole group of critics, whose main contention,
following Barthes, is that the reader, if he wants
to read actively, must introduce an element of
writing into his reading of a text. And what this
means, of course, is doing a certain violence to
whatever text it is he reads, and violence of a kind
which to my knowledge has never before in the
past been associated with the act of reading.5 Is
there then no difference between reading and
writing? If not, then of course reading is done for
once and for all, or, as Geoffrey Hartman has it,
in decay, and we would be best advised not even

6
1 may be wrong on this point. Heidegger may have
initiated the "violent" readings of texts.

to speak of it. I shall deal with three of our newest
university critics, all of whom quite unashamedly
assert, or depend on, the notion that reading is, or
ought to be, a form of writing.

of these critics is
P Professor Harold Bloom, who
continues to
ERHAPS THE BEST KNOWN

tell us that the only right way to read a text is to
endeavour to misread it. Professor Bloom has
carried still further the notion expressed by
Barthes that reading ought to be "writerly" rather
than "readerly." As Bloom sees the matter,
reading, if it is to be valuable, or to use his own
preferred term, "strong", must be not merely
reading, but, in fact, writing; the rewriting, even,
of what another has set down. On p. 160 of his
recent book Poetry and Repression (1976) he
writes:
"Vico, if I understand him (which in my own terms
means if I misread him strongly enough), is
saying...."
But once Vico has been so "strongly" read,
which as Professor Bloom has it, means misread,
then how can we be sure it is Vico we are reading?
Was not the text we are reading written by Professor Bloom, or if not entirely by him, then by
Vico-Bloom, Bloom-Vico, or, maybe, BloomVico-Bloom?
We have in Professor Bloom's writings on
poetry the most arrogant assertion of what is
probably one of the main errors in contemporary
thinking, namely that it is enough to be greatly
mistaken to be greatly interesting, perhaps even
to be great tout court. The British philosopher
Peter Strawson is guilty of this too, I think, though
surely less grievously than Professor Bloom; for
Strawson's whole career was not quite based on
the error he makes when he tells us that Descartes
was a genius because he managed to be so wrong.
I think this judgment is fundamentally false; it is
also deeply rooted in modern cynicism. Was
Descartes a genius in any different sense than
Newton, who was not mistaken, or Kepler or
Galileo, who are hardly noted for having been
wrong? Was not Descartes a genius in the sense
that in some way his basic distinctions have to be
retained as thinkable and cannot be said to be
wrong (though we may have to state them
differently)? For instance, the contemporary
logician Hintikka says that the Cartesian cogito
ergo sum represents the discovery of an existential
paradox: the subject who says something cannot
also say that he is n o t . . . .
And who else was wrong besides Descartes?
Are we going to say that Marx was great for
misunderstanding Hegel, Hegel great for mis-
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experiments and the Romantic idiom of Cernuda's originals. An introduction places the poet and his work
in its proper setting, and explanatory notes accompany the poems.
140pages. £7.00
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understanding Kant, Kant for misunderstanding
and misreading Hume? Now it was Kant who
insisted that the philosopher must try to understand, asserting that moderns should understand
Plato better than Plato understood himself.
Professor Bloom would no doubt change this
dictum into the following: Let us misunderstand
Plato even more than he misunderstood his
predecessors. Now perhaps there is more reason
to praise Tennyson, Arnold, Hopkins and Rossetti
for their misinterpretations and misunderstandings of Keats, than to praise philosophers or
scientists who misread their predecessors. In
looking through Mr Bloom's essays on poetry
and past criticisms of poetry, I was interested to
see whether he at least distinguished between the
misunderstanding of one poet by another, the
misunderstanding of a poet by a critic, and finally,
between such misunderstandings and the misunderstanding of one critic of poetry by a later
critic. But these distinctions evidently do not exist
for Professor Bloom. They all merge in his one
ever-repeated distinction between reading which
is "readerly" (in his terms "weak") and reading
which is "writerly" (in his terms "strong").

to Sartre to Levi-Strauss—that is, through three
thinkers who have dominated the imaginative
values of successive generations of French intellectuals—it is hoped that the textual analysis will
assume for the reader the form of a structural history
of a significant strand of French thought in the
twentieth century."
It turns out, though, that Professor Mehlman is
not especially interested in the thought—in so far
as it is conscious or reflective—of Sartre or of
Levi-Strauss or of Leiris or of Proust. It is in the
reflective or conscious thought of Lacan, or of
Freud, or of Freud as interpreted by Lacan, that
Professor Mehlman is interested. Of Lacan, he
writes:
"The Frenchman's dense and hermetic prose style
makes him the least accessible of thinkers, particularly for readers who are not French. Indeed,
whereas the normal tendency—or error—of
'psychoanalytic critics' is to 'use' Freud in order
to 'explain' a literary text, I found myself more
often referring to the authors studied here as a

means of illuminating particularly difficult passages
in Lacan [my italics]... . this work may, then, serve
as a (necessarily) oblique introduction to Lacan...."

So there we have Professor Mehlman's project.
However, I do not think that what he himself
admits to doing is very different from the tendency
—or error—of other psychoanalytic critics. Using
Freud in order to explain a literary text is very
often using that text as an introduction to Freud.
SECOND CRITIC . . . Professor Jeffrey
But in any case Professor Mehlman has told us
Mehlman's much praised A Structural Study
of Autobiography (1974), with essays on Proust, what his book is really about, and how he has
read Proust, Sartre, Leiris and Levi-Strauss: he
Michel Leiris, Jean-Paul Sartre and Claude Levihas
read them as introductions to the writings of
Strauss, extends, even further than Professor
Bloom has done, the notion that reading is, or Lacan. The question is: can he crowd Lacan into
his text—which is not about Lacan—without
ought to be, writing or rewriting. Relating Levicrowding the others out?
Strauss to his predecessor in French anthropology,
Professor Mehlman informs us, too, that Freud
Marcel Mauss, Professor Mehlman tells us:
was " . . .the practitioner of the most radical form
"... it is from Mauss, no less than from Marx, that
of autobiography we know." Evidently, the autoLevi-Strauss learns that 'understanding consists in
biographical writings of Proust, Sartre, Leiris and
reducing one type of reality to another; that true
reality is never what is most apparent.' There is Levi-Strauss are much less radical. Then why did
thus a proper betrayal of the text [my italics] that
he not (as an introduction to the thought of
must be distinguished from that unacceptable
Lacan) directly analyse Freud's self-analysis,
violation in which an attempt at identification with
which, "beginning in the correspondence with
the other invariably succeeds only in crowding the
'other' out. It is this beneficent violation of the text Fliess was pursued throughout his career and, no
[my italics] that constitutes the 'epistemological
doubt, in and through his most difficult 'theorbreak....'"
etical' texts...." To be sure, Professor Mehlman
has the right to analyse whatever he pleases, but
Here I think Professor Mehlman has clearly
we also have the right to analyse his analyses, and
stated how he is to be judged. Proposing to violate
here we must note that, in calling Freud "the
the texts he is studying, he yet requires that these
practitioner of the most radical form of autoviolations should be beneficent. Let us see if they
biography we know", Professor Mehlman is
are.
reading
into Freud's very valuable self-analyses
In his introduction, the author explains why he
what
is
certainly
not written there: Freud did not
brought together the particular writers he chose
in fact write an autobiography. That is why we
to analyse:
read the biography of him by Ernest Jones.
Crowding Freud in as a memorialist is also to
"My concern has been less to pursue a logical
argument than to elaborate a structure: a selfcrowd out Ernest Jones as a biographer. And, on
regulating series of transformations of a constant
the other hand, treating Proust purely as an
system of relationships . . . as we move from Proust

A
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VIOLENCE
AND THE SACRED
Rene Girard, translated by Patrick Gregory
An anthropological and literary examination of the role of violence in human society, Girard's
classic work demonstrates the significance of the sacrificial act to the foundation of society
itself. Girard provides a penetrating analysis of violence and sacrifice in the Bible, Greek
tragedy, Shakespeare, and African ritual and reappraises the theories of Freud (with particular
reference to the Oedipus complex and Totem and Tabu) and Levi-Strauss.
from reviews of the French edition
"A great book . . . one that in my view deals most directly with urgent questions yet at the
same time gives the impression of having been written with the greatest independence of
spirit."—Quinzaine Litteraire
"Though his readings of writers like Euripides, Sophocles, and Shakespeare are quite
unorthodox, they are consistently perceptive and never less than brilliant; and his use of
scientific'and philosophical texts exhibits a sureness and discernment which no one could
seriously fault."—MLN.
368 pages, £12.25

LUXURY
The Concept in Western Thought,
Eden to Smollett
John Sekora
"Sekora's book is clear and informative and the first comprehensive treatment of the topos
Luxury. He shows that in the 18th century Luxury is a concept that is peculiarly literary in its
richness of associations . . . This period, Sekora reveals, represents the transition from the
negative interpretation (the traditional one in which luxury virtually equals lust), to the
positive one of Mandeville, Hume, and Adam Smith, and it is an important crux of literary as
well as economic history."—Ronald Paulson, Yale University.
Conspicuous consumption, the excesses of the jet set—those are the connotations of the word
luxury in modern times. Yet for about 3,000 years the word had a reverse meaning—luxury
meant craving something for which one had no need or to which one had no right. Those
persons normally accused of luxury were the relatively poor and powerless: women as a group,
tradesmen, slaves, and paupers. In the ancient and medieval world there were thousands of
laws—called sumptuary laws—to prevent the sin of luxury.
In 1700 the classical concept still held sway; yet by 1800 it was in rubble. Sekora describes the
climactic social, political, and intellectual shifts that brought about this change. The significance
of luxury in the writings of Smollett receives extended analysis (with particular emphasis on
Humphrey Clinker), for Smollett is the last major writer to use the term in its classical sense.
352 pages, £12.25.
/ Century of Scholarly Publishing
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autobiographer is to crowd out the meaning his
masterpiece should have for us as a novel. Now a
novel is something quite different from an autobiography. Ernst Robert Curtius has said—and
Leo Spitzer agrees with him—that every character
in Proust has his own language. Surely an
achievement hardly conceivable in an autobiography.
I must note here that Michael Ryan, reviewing
Professor Mehlman's book in diacritics (spring,
1976), argues that autobiography is fundamentally
and inevitably fiction:
" . . . all autobiography... is necessarily fictive
(just as all fiction is necessarily true...). "
Mr Ryan goes on to attack John Sturrock's
critique of Professor Mehlman's book in the
Times Literary Supplement (18 July 1975).
Apparently, Mr Sturrock felt that Professor
Mehlman never justified his treatment of Proust's
novel as autobiography. To Michael Ryan such
criticism is meaningless. Then is the term "autobiography" also meaningless? After all, Professor
Mehlman used this term in the title of his book.
Is it wrong to think that in choosing to employ it
he had something definite in mind?
It is not at all clear, though, what this could be.
In his essay on Sartre, Professor Mehlman
scarcely distinguishes between Sartre's autobiographical work Wards, about his own childhood
up to the age of twelve, and Sartre's biographical
study of Genet, Saint Genet, Actor and Martyr.
Now once again there are surely differences,
between autobiography and fiction, and between
both of these and criticism. Also, between criticism and the construction of a critical theory. I
think no one should be allowed to fill all of these
terms at will with the same content. But let us
consider here only the differences between the
novel and autobiography. In the novel, Peter may
tell us something about Peter while documenting
us about Paul; in autobiography, Peter brings off
the miracle of trying to document us about
Peter, and actually doing so. And this is not what
Proust set out to do in his novel, nor Sartre in
his book about Genet.
Professor Mehlman's readings are often efforts
to "read" each of the writers he has studied from
the perspective of one or another of the other
three. He gives us a Sartre who is reading LeviStrauss when he is not himself being read by
Proust; a Levi-Strauss reading Proust, a Leiris
reading Proust and being read by Sartre and LeviStrauss. All this under very watchful eyes,
possibly of Freud, sometimes of Genet, and
certainly of Lacan.
Thus at the very beginning of his essay on LeviStrauss' Tristes Tropiques, he tells us that the
author

" . . . arrives, at the inception of his book, at the very
conclusion that drove Sartre's Roquentin to nausea.
And, as we shall see, there is a terrible, monotonous
density to the 'real' tropics that is not without
recalling Sartre's hellish garden. But Levi-Strauss
offers more than a statement of the ill effects of that
illusion; and, unlike Sartre, he attempts not to
transcend . . . it."
Professor Mehlman goes on to say that the
literary genre to which Levi-Strauss was trying
not to contribute is one aspiring
" . . . to the status of a lecture with slides . . . the
would-be hero acquires prestige through the fascination of an image peculiarly his o w n . . . the
identification with the image might issue in JeanPaul Sartre . . . pretending to be the cinematic
heroes he and his mother thrilled to. Were the
narrator as well to succumb to the illusion, the
result would be Marcel, dreaming his incestuous
fantasy...."
And once again, about Levi-Strauss' descriptions of Provence, he tells us:
"the reader will recognise in Levi-Strauss' relation
to Provence precisely the dialectics of aestheticism
that Sartre describes in Saint Genet."
Precisely? Not to this reader. And Professor
Mehlman does not neglect to give us a reading
of Levi-Strauss by Sartre's Genet. He tells us:
"We may suspect that Sartre's Genet, in his more
lucid moments, imagined the just man dreaming
the dreams of Claude Levi-Strauss." And here is
his version of L6vi-Strauss as Proust:
"For Levi-Strauss stands before the Tupi natives
much as Swann does before Odette. The Proustian
passion was to know the unknown woman as
unknown. And Swann's eventual knowledge of
Odette's life coincides with the death of his passion
for her. In Proust, as in Levi-Strauss, there is a
critical failure of inter-subjectivity."
At the close of Tristes Tropiques L6vi-Strauss
asks: "What did I come here to do? With what
hope? Toward what end?" Professor Mehlman
comments:
"For Proust, the answer to the anthropologist's
question is clear: Swann suffers in order to inspire
a great book. Such, too, was Roquentin's hope, one
from which at the end of Les Mots, Sartre is not
sure of having liberated himself.... The continuity
of the various enterprises we are considering
becomes apparent when it is realized that secular
martyrdom is also a temptation for Levi-Strauss
"
I submit that the continuity of the "various
enterprises" Professor Mehlman is considering has
in no way become apparent. Proust was not
trying to answer questions asked by Levi-Strauss.
Swann did not suffer in order to inspire a great
book, unless one crowds out the actual character,
Swann, whom Proust set before us in his novel and
replaces him with the narrator, who has, in fact,
distanced himself from Swann's fate. And Sartre
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is, of course, not Roquentin. What is so discouraging and hopeless about Professor Mehlman's comparisons of the projects, accomplishments and failures of his chosen authors is that
he is never able to resolve them into anything
clear enough and definite enough to be called a
structure. His comparisons remain comparisons,
merely that, and as such are literary through and
through. Yet Professor Mehlman presents them
as truths destructive to literature. Now they are
not true enough to be what he would like them to
be, nor are they literary enough to be truly
interesting. Citing Foucault's insistence that
literature is a dated term, Professor Mehlman
tells us that if literature is, like Levi-Strauss'
totemism, a historically dated mirage, then the
task of structural analysis would be to destroy
the ideological construct
"through which the mirage is celebrated. One would
analyze literature as Levi-Strauss would dissolve
man.... The 'structural' and 'literary' enterprises
are incompatible
"
On this incompatibility, clearly and frankly stated
by Professor Mehlman, I cannot but agree.

who insists that
) reading is writing, or should be that, is
ITILL ANOTHER CRITIC
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Professor Jonathan Culler. His aim, as I see it,
has been to bring into literary discourse some of
the wilder insights of Roland Barthes and Roman
Jakobson. He is quite ready to admit the new
insights into criticism but only after close inspection and careful judgment of them, to admit
only that which has passed critical examination.
This is the attitude which characterises his
Poetics of Structuralism (1975), a work often
first-rate in its restatement of some of the doctrinal
novelties recently put forward in France. Professor Culler is often severe toward the most
respected exponents of the new faction in French
criticism, and sometimes he is even unfair to
them. There are occasions when he seems first to
rebuke, and then to agree with their views. This
is all the more to be objected to in that his
refutations do not always hold. For example, he
suggests that Derrida, in arguing against "the
metaphysic of presence", may in fact be arguing
for and depending on a "metaphysic of absence";
and what do we have to gain by exchanging one
metaphysic for another? But Derrida, identifying
metaphysics as such with what has been called
the metaphysic of presence, hardly has to refute
the charge that he is arguing for a metaphysic of
absence. He may be quite wrong here, but this
would have to be shown, and Professor Culler
has not even tried to show it.

THE VALUE OF THE INDIVIDUAL

The
University
of
Chicago
Press

Self and Circumstance in Autobiography
Karl Joachim Weintraub
By analyzing autobiographic writings of many of the men and women who
have shaped our culture, Weintraub traces the emergence of the concept of
individuality as a modern self-image. Coming soon.

NORTHROP FRYE ON CULTURE
AND LITERATURE
A Collection of Review Essays
Edited and with an Introduction by Robert D. Denham
In part 1 of this collection Frye engages some of the central figures of 20th
century thought, including Spengler, Jung, Cassirer, Frazer, Toynbee, Langer,
and Eliade. Part 2 presents novelists and poets, from Cervantes to Char.
May, £9.10

THE ACT OF INTERPRETATION
A Critique of Literary Reason
Walter A. Davis
Davis proposes a solution to the problem of how different and seemingly
conflicting modes of criticism can be entertained in the same critical universe.
He disputes the monolithic assumption that there is a single viable approach to
all literary texts through a detailed examination of a single text—William
Faulkner's The Bear. May, £9.10

WHAT IS AN EDITOR?

126 Buckingham Palace Road
London SW1W 9SD

Saxe Commins at Work
Dorothy Commins
In this engaging book, Commins' widow, Dorothy, answers the question
"what is an editor?" by showing how her husband influenced the work of
such writers as: Theodore Dreiser, Gertrude Stein, W. H. Auden, Stephen
Spender, Sinclair Lewis, William Carlos Williams, and, especially, Eugene
O'Neill and William Faulkner. May, £7.00
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Though Professor Culler is often critical of
Roland Barthes, in the main he follows him, and
especially with respect to the idea of Barthes
which I have singled out for criticism, his notion
that reading should be "writerly." According to
Professor Culler, "poetics is essentially a theory
of reading..." and his main effort in the Poetics
of Structuralism is to develop an adequate theory
for the reading of literary texts. I wonder if
Professor Culler has sufficiently reflected on the
differences between poetics and aesthetics, for
surely it is aesthetics that is concerned with the
way we receive some communication, as the
former is concerned with how we construct one.
By "reading", I take it that Professor Culler—•
like Roland Barthes, Harold Bloom and Jeffrey
Mehlman—means "writing" and "re-writing."
There is only a step, after all, between advancing
the idea that reading can be determined by a
poetics of some sort, and the idea, more openly
outrageous, that "reading" is or ought to be
"misreading" in order to be "creative."
Why in fact should there be a "poetics of
criticism"? Doesn't the very idea seem strange?
A poetics of the created work does not, of course,
need to be defended. It requires the critic to
participate sympathetically in the productive
effort of the creator. But a poetics of criticism?
Is the critic to participate sympathetically in his

E.M.Forster
and his World

FRANCIS KING
Francis King, who knew Forstcr and is
himself a writer of distinction, probes sympathetically the conflicts in Forstcr's heredity between a raffish bohemianism and a
staid respectability and in his life between
the demands of his sexual nature and the
dominating power of his mother. The
compelling picture of Forstcr and his work
that emerges includes fascinating glimpses
of the close friends who affected his
emotional life and of the many personalities-C. P. Cavafy, D. H. Lawrence,
Benjamin Britten, members of the Bloomsbury circle — he encountered.
121 illustrations Pictorial Biographies
,£4.50 (Price applies in UK o»!yj July 10

&3Thamesand Hudson

own process of conceptual construction? What
need of his, or of his readers, would any such
effort satisfy? For in this kind of effort the critic
would be turned neither toward the audience of
the work, as someone interested in its aesthetic
effect, nor toward the creator of the work, as one
whose interest lies in the act that brought the
work into being; the critic would direct his
attention neither to the audience nor to the writer,
neither to the aesthetics of the work nor to its
poetics, but to his own effort of critical analysis,
to his own "reading", that is to say "misreading",
"writing", and even "rewriting" of the work.
In fact, the interpretation of literary works has
seldom been required for gaining them readers or
demonstrating their real value. An exception, of
course, can be made for what has been called
modernist literature, produced for the most part
early in this century, deliberately allusive, difficult,
and not designed for a wide audience. Certainly
works like the Cantos and Ulysses could not be
immediately understood, and some effort of
critical analysis was necessary if they were to
reach a wider public. But even with respect to
works of this kind, most of the critics of the 1920s
and 1930s restricted the effort at interpretation.
They seldom gave us "readings" of these works.
They did track down learned allusions, and they
tried to account for stylistic difficulties. But they
did not substitute global views of their own
conceiving for the conception of the author.
Those who wanted to rewrite Ulysses tried to write
novels using Ulysses as a model in an effort to
surpass that work in depth, interest, creative
language, plot, or meaning. And the critics of
Ulysses, on the other hand, did not present us
with their various readings of that work. They
tried to help others read the novel Joyce had
written and did not foist their own reading or
misreading of it on them.

to be said about a
literary text: its importance can be gauged, its
type described, its place found in a hierarchy
made up of similar works. Perhaps the least important function of the critic is to present the
reader of a given work with that reading of the
work he himself prefers. And the least justifiable
way in which to present his version of some work
is to give along with it an underpinning of poetics,
so that the reader will be confronted both with a
new version of the work—that is to say, the
critic's—and along with this version an insight
into how the critic constructed it conceptually.
Thus we get, instead of the work as we might read
it for ourselves, the critic's reading or misreading
of it, and also the poetics of his reading or misTHERE ARE MANY THINGS
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reading, that is to say, what Professor Culler has
called "structuralist poetics."

A Major Success
ECONSTRUCTION, and reading as writing,
or even as re-writing: these then are the two
D
procedures favoured by our newest critics in the

universities. Now is there any connection between
the two procedures? Is there any reason why a
critic who favours the one should also be sympathetic to the other, as our new university
critics, Professors de Man, Bloom, Mehlman and
Culler, all seem to be? Is there any sense in which
the two critical procedures may be said to be the
same?
The answer to this last question is yes, which
poses a serious problem for our new critics, for
they can be said to have a centre to their thinking,
and they are opposed—or say they are opposed—
to the acceptance of any kind of centredness.
They are opposed to logo-centrism and to ethnocentrism; the theorist who has most inspired them
in their deconstructions, the French philosopher
Jacques Derrida, is even against phallo-centrism,
the phallo-centrism, to be specific, of Lacan.
(Derrida himself is accused, by Jonathan Culler,
of still another form of centrism: of finding a
centre in what simply is not there.)
To come back to my question: is there any
relationship between the procedures of deconstruction and of reading as writing or rewriting?
Do I not in fact have to deconstruct what I read
in order to rewrite it? To make my reading
"writerly" do I not have to first take apart what
I have read? Professor de Man, in the article I
have quoted, "Semiology and Rhetoric", asserts
as much. He writes of his reading of Proust's
passage:
"The reading is not 'our' reading, since it uses only
the linguistic elements provided by the text itself;
the distinction between author and reader is one of
the false distinctions that the deconstruction makes
evident. The deconstruction is not something we
have added to the text but it constituted the text in
thefirstplace
"
If we are to take these assertions seriously it
follows that Professor de Man's reading of
Proust's passage and Proust's passage itself are
one and the same and can only be falsely distinguished. But in that case Proust's passage can
be regarded as a deconstruction of Professor de
Man's dismantling of it, and no one will think of
it in that way. But I do not want to labour the
point. What should be clear from the assertions
by Professor de Man I have just cited is that the
procedures of deconstruction and of "writerly"
reading are for him practically identical. It is no

The
Older Hardy
Robert Gittings
"Hardy scholars are already
indebted to Dr. Gittings, and now
doubly so . . . a book rich in
observation. . . . "—Claire Tomalin
in the Sunday Times
"Mr. Gittings provides a sober,
compelling, even-handed narrative."
—Bernard Bergonzi in the Observer

" . . . totally absorbing . . . it
stimulates the reader to go back
and read again the entire works of
its subject. Hardy has always either
bored or baffled me. But armed
with the insight Robert Gittings has
given me, I may yet make the
grade as a Hardy fan."—Margaret
Forster in the Evening Standard

" . . . works for our view of Hardy
much the same miracle as a
restorer who, by removing several
layers of varnish and overpainting,
reveals to the light of day an almost
entirely new picture. Here at last
is a portrait of Hardy which rings
true. . . . "—Christopher Booker in the
Spectator
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wonder that in another essay he has referred to
reading as an "impossibility."

Fiction from
Allen Lane...

I HAVE DISCUSSED have
THEhardlyCRITICS
created a new literature. Are they new

at least in their criticism of past works? Northrop
Frye, in an entirely different context, has suggested
that anyone whose dramatic posture is intelligible
to us can hardly be altogether new:
"All lifelike characters, whether in drama or fiction,
owe their consistency to the appropriateness of the
stock type which belongs to their dramatic function.
That stock type is not the character, but it is as
necessary to the character as a skeleton is to the
actor who plays it."

\tfe

i

Allen Lane

I am not sure that this law holds as strictly as
Professor Frye claims it does. I will not say there
can be no consistency in a fictional character if
we are unable to find within him some stock
figure. But in any case, there does seem to be a
certain truth to the generalisation; and I think it
has some application to Professor Frye himself,
and also to critics like Blanchot and Barthes.
These writers are men of letters. We recognise in
them the stock figure by the carefully cadenced
rhetoric each brings to his particular style. While
none of them seems interested in improving our
judgment of either contemporary or past literary
works, on the other hand none of them does
violence to the judgments already made of our
contemporaries and our predecessors. Fine
writers themselves, these critics continue a mode of
reflection on literature whose appropriateness we
grasp intuitively. But the newer critics, who have
taken their bearings from Frye, Blanchot and
Barthes, have inaugurated, I suggest, a very
different turn in criticism, one in which the
counter-intuitive is mainly relied on, and intuition,
on which the very life of literature depends, is, in
the main, discarded.
All the same, I think that Northrop Frye's
"law" holds for these critics too. The stock figure
of the man of letters can be found, if we know
how to look for it, in Professors Paul de Man,
Harold Bloom, Jeffrey Mehlman and Jonathan
Culler.
Professor Paul de Man, first of all. Now who
are we to compare him with? For all his knowledge and competence it is hard to see in him the
qualities of our best scholars. He is not, I think,
like Harry Levin nor does he suggest Edmund
Wilson nor Kenneth Burke (with whose views, by
the way, he often seems to agree). This foreignborn Yale professor does suggest a former critic,
though, a first-rate man of letters of some three
generations back, Ramon Fernandez, the French
critic of Mexican origin, who gave us what is
probably the best book written on Balzac and
whose Messages is still one of the most important
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works written on the novel. Professor de Man
suggests Fernandez in several respects: his wide
culture, philosophical competence, and also a
certain intellectual instability. Fernandez showed
this in his political shifts from the centre to the
left and finally to the extreme right. Professor de
Man has shown a like instability in giving absolute
support to notions which he then admits he cannot
defend, for example, the privileging of metonomy
over metaphor, which he has since admitted
shade into one another; also by first attacking
Jacques Derrida in Blindness and Insight and then
adopting Derrida's programme and procedures.
Professor Harold Bloom has what the French
call droles d'idees, "funny ideas", but the figure
of the stock critic in him is very clear. He suggests
not one, but a great many critics, in fact almost
every critic who has stressed the importance of
some ideological view, moral, religious or political, as against the self-evident value of mere
literary achievement. Like such critics, Catholic,
Communist, or Victorian, Professor Bloom can
make his points against a writer without ever
quoting him: and when he does quote, it is not
to prove a point, for Professor Bloom's points,
known to him to be true in advance, are never
provable. By what quotations, for example, could
he prove that Tennyson (as he asserts) was able
to escape the influence of Keats more surely than
could Arnold, Hopkins or Rossetti?
What about Professor Jeffrey Mehlman? In
his complete fixation on a single idea, Lacan's
version of Freud, and in his intolerance of any
view contrary to it, he does suggest one of the
stock figures not of the Anglo-American, but of
the French scene. I see in him a version of the
early Andre Breton, who would pick a fight with
you, as Giacometti once told me, if you intimated
you could bear to look at a Chardin. And behind
Andre Breton, early in the century, there was
Peladon, who when Huysmans' La Bas appeared,
announced to the French public that its author was
ridiculously ignorant of anything having to do
with magic or with evil. So even in Professor
Mehlman there is a stock type, though one we
are perhaps less familiar with on our own scene.
And Professor Jonathan Culler, erudite, intelligent, probably wrong about a great many
intellectual matters it is difficult to be right about,
with two books already to his credit, the prizewinning Poetics of Structuralism and an intelligent, up-to-date volume on Flaubert, is hardly
a disturbing figure either on the academic or the
literary scene. Surely if there were an interesting
new literature to investigate and comment on, he
would, I suggest, do this very much in the deft
manner of the early Eliot instead of trying to
subdue the whole of literature, past, present and
future, with a poetics of criticism.
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Weird Detective Ways
Hardy's Half-Centenary—By
has at last completed his
R biography of Thomas
Hardy with a second
OBERT GITTINGS

volume1 covering what he calls, with engaging
competitiveness, "the most startling old age of
any English poet." As a sequel, The Older Hardy
is if anything more gripping than its forerunner.
It also raises some tricky biographical problems
in acute form, chief among them that effect of
physical and spiritual shrinkage common to the
lives of nearly all romantic artists. Anyone who
has visited, say, Flatford Mill, where Constable
grew up and where he painted The Haywain, will
know the kind of disappointment described in
Dr Gittings' comparison of Bhompton, Duddle
and Puddletown heaths with Hardy's Egdon:
What nearly always surprises those who form
a picture from the novel of this giant waste is
how small it is in actual geographical fact, and
how little it seems to contain, even in bad
weather, of the brooding menace with which
Hardy invests it.
Actual fact, rather than romantic investiture,
is of course Gittings' chosen sphere. Hardy's increasing seclusion, great age, indeed sheer survival after the First War combined with his
strange late poetical flowering to turn him into
a highly peculiar national monument. Every type
of pilgrim paid him visits, from the Prince of
Wales and the rising literary contingent led by
Virginia Woolf and Robert Graves, down to the
humblest bicyclist like Vere Collins2 (who kept
vigil two nights running at the edge of Hardy's
drive in hopes of glimpsing his hero at a window).
Towards the end even the Dorchester tradesmen
overcame their suspicion of native talent sufficiently to peddle portrait busts and china models
of the birthplace at Bockhampton.
But Gittings' business is less with the great man
receiving homage than with the character re1

The Older Hardy. By ROBERT GITTINGS.
Heinemann, £6.95.
2
Talks with Thomas Hardy at Max Gate. By
VERE COLLINS. First published 1928, now reprinted by Duckworth, £5.95.
3

An Essay on Hardy. By JOHN BAYLEY.

Cambridge University Press, £6.95.
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vealed in dialogues like this one, recorded by his
second wife:
FLORENCE HARDY: It's twelve days since you
spoke to anyone outside the house.
THOMAS HARDY (triumphantly): I have spoken
to someone.
F.H. (surprised): Who was it?
T.H.: The man who drove the manure cart.

Hardy planted two or three thousand pine trees
in his garden at Max Gate; he had a pair of
"study trousers" which he wore for twenty years
and mended himself with string; at home he was
morose, irascible and mean with money ("If he
does get the Nobel Prize", wrote Florence when
he was eighty in 1919, "we shall be able to have
bacon from Selfridge's for breakfast every day").
As between the venerable seer and the touchy
hermit defying his wife to burn his trousers, there
is no doubt that the second image has the more
fashionable appeal today. But there was also a
third party, more often than not conspicuous
by his absence, as Siegfried Sassoon reported in
a poem about taking tea with "old Mr Hardy"
at Max Gate:
Hardy, the Wessex wizard, wasn't there.
Good care was taken to keep him out of sight....
Wessex wizard who is the heart
of the matter: some think him impossible to pin
down, others maintain that he ought never to be
hunted in the first place. John Bayley,3 taking as
his cue an uneasy line from "Wessex Heights"
("In the towns I am tracked by phantoms having
weird detective ways"), roundly denounces the
"detectives" who pounce on allusions to people
or events in this and other similarly enigmatic
poems in hopes of uncovering what Hardy "was
up to." In his review of The Older Hardy
Professor Bayley made it clear that it is not
simply Gittings' book but the whole idea of a
biographical approach to Hardy that he finds
"subtly calamitous." This was undoubtedly
Hardy's own opinion. Whatever their points of
difference, Gittings and Bayley seem to agree
that "Wessex Heights" (written in the aftermath
of the public outcry over Jude the Obscure) has
to do with the critical attention which Hardy
IT IS THIS ELUSIVE
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